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			For Waynie and Wendy.


			And for all my Caribbean family displaced 


			by extreme weather. May you find home again.
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			The Horizon


			Corinne La Mer leapt from one tall coconut tree to another. Nothing but air surrounded her and there was only the sand and a few sharp rocks below. She landed on the rough trunk of the tree, slapping it hard with her palms and then wrapping her legs around it. She slipped and felt a rush of panic rise to her throat until she got the soles of her feet flat against the bark to grip her in place.


			Corinne looked down at the beach. Mrs. Duval, in a bright purple headwrap and a loose white blouse and colorful skirt, shaded her eyes as she peered into the tree. 


			“Don’t injure yourself before you get my coconuts, please,” she teased Corinne.


			Next to Mrs. Duval was Corinne’s friend Malik. He shaded his face with a small hand, watching Corinne as she moved. His older brother, Bouki, wasn’t looking her way at all. He was focused on the road, hoping for one last customer before they called it a morning. 


			Corinne caught her breath and returned to her task. It was dizzyingly high at the top of the coconut trees. Even in the shade of their large fan-like leaves, and with the sea breeze blowing to shore, the heat had her drenched in sweat. She panted as she reached up for a thick, yellow coconut. She twisted and twisted it until the tough stem snapped and then looked down to see where Malik was waiting to catch it, but the coconut slipped from her sweat-slick palm.


			“Watch out!” she cried. Malik stepped nimbly out of the way, but Bouki, busily counting Mrs. Duval’s coins, didn’t hear her warning. The coconut grazed the side of his arm and dropped near his foot. 


			“You nearly killed me!” he yelled.


			“I said ‘watch out.’” Corinne carefully climbed back down the sloping trunk. She had skinned the insides of her thighs climbing down before and had learned to use the soles of her feet to keep her body away from the bark. When she was close enough to the bottom, she pushed off the tree and landed near Bouki, who had lopped off the top of the coconut with a machete and passed it to Mrs. Duval.


			Mrs. Duval shook the coconut and screwed up her face. “All these coconuts dry, dry these days. I thought it was rainy season already.” She peered up into the tree again. “Aren’t there any more up there?” 


			Bouki patted the trunk. “We only have what nature gives us,” he said.


			“And whatever else you can grab,” Mrs. Duval added.


			Bouki put on a fake look of offense as he pocketed her money, but it was not news to anyone that Bouki and Malik used to be thieves. 


			“They’re reformed,” Corinne said.


			“Hmm. Reformed,” Mrs. Duval repeated, looking at the boys out of the corner of her eye. She sniffed the opening of the coconut and first sipped, then tipped it back and drank long. When she finally came up for air, there was a look of satisfaction on her face, but only for a moment. “You should go back to selling oranges,” Mrs. Duval said to Corinne. “Nothing on the island compares to your oranges.” 


			Corinne blushed, but her gaze flitted over the waves, and the compliment faded quickly. “I can’t only sell oranges, Mrs. Duval,” she said. “It’s not good business.”


			“Ah, of course,” Mrs. Duval said, smiling. She turned to the beach, where a band of children played on the sand. She waved at them to catch their attention, and then pointed with the whole length of her arm to a pink house. They all went running.


			Corinne waved at Laurent, the oldest of the bunch, who played cricket with her when he wasn’t doing chores or watching his younger siblings. 


			“I can send him along later,” Mrs. Duval said. “If you want to play.”


			Corinne shook her head. “Maybe another time.” 


			“You know,” Mrs. Duval said, leaning in close. “You can’t watch the waves forever.” When Corinne didn’t answer, Mrs. Duval picked up all her coconuts by the stems and walked behind her children to their house.


			The sea was bright blue and the sun reflected off the choppy waves in dazzling silver and gold. In the line of fishing boats near the horizon, Corinne could just make out her papa’s, even though it was impossible to see its bright yellow color. She had memorized the shape of it, so she could always pick out her papa on the waves. 


			“He’s safe, you know,” Bouki said.


			“For now,” Corinne replied.


			“You worry too much.”


			Corinne turned from the sea to look at her friend. There had been a time when she didn’t worry. That was before her orange trees bore their first fruit, when she and her papa had their routine. He would wake her up in the morning and tell her to be careful on land, and she would tell him to mind that the sea didn’t swallow him up, and they would both promise to be safe. But then Severine came. She was beautiful at first, dreadful at their last encounter, and with her came all of the jumbies.


			“You don’t worry enough,” Corinne told Bouki. She clutched the stone pendant of the necklace that hung near her heart, and rubbed its cracked surface with her thumb.


			Corinne hadn’t believed in jumbies before Severine followed her out of the forest. She thought they were only stories that grown-ups told to scare the children on the island, stories about things that came out at night so little ones would stay in their beds. But then she encountered creatures with backward feet, women who shed their skin, and men covered in spiky fur with teeth as sharp as daggers. There was a jumbie who cared for the woods, and one who lived beneath the waves who would turn anyone into stone at a glance and who ruled the mermaids in the sea. Corinne had seen them all. But worse than that, she had witnessed their power, and she understood just how easy it was to succumb to any one of them. 


			She had nearly lost her papa to Severine, and Bouki to Mama D’Leau. It was enough to make anyone worry.


			Months ago, when Corinne had dragged Severine into the sea and left her there, she had been sure that it was only a matter of time before the sea spat Severine back out.


			“The sea doesn’t keep anything, Corinne,” her papa had told her. So today, and every day, she stayed near the shore watching the waves and waiting.


			Corinne nicked the skin of her thumb on a sharp edge of her stone necklace. The stone had been her mama’s, and after Corinne had broken it, her papa had wrapped it in leather to hold it together again. In the months since, Corinne had rubbed some of the cracks smooth, but the stone did not soothe her like it used to.


			“What is it we are looking for?” an old woman asked. She had appeared out of nowhere and stood next to them in the shade of the coconut tree.


			“Witch!” Bouki said.


			The witch picked up her walking stick and brought it down with force on Bouki’s right foot. The sparse few strands of her short white hair shook with her jab.


			Bouki doubled over to nurse his foot and looked daggers at the white witch, but he knew enough not to say anything else.


			“Good morning, neighbor,” Corinne said.


			The witch knocked her walking stick on the trunk of the tree and squinted up at the fruit. “Any more good ones left?” she asked.


			“All green,” Corinne said.


			The witch nodded. “I don’t mind the young ones.”


			Malik scrambled up the tree. The witch leaned against the trunk, letting her stick rest against its curve. She rubbed her left arm slowly.


			Everything about the white witch looked like it was near expiration: the sun-bleached pattern on her dress, the threadbare wrap that tied her head, the few drooping twists of short white hair that refused to be contained in her headwrap. Even the skin of her body sagged loose around her bones as if it might detach and crumple around her at any moment. No one knew how old the white witch was. Even the oldest people in the villages remembered her as ancient when they were young. 


			Corinne watched the witch massage her damaged arm. It was even more shriveled and grayer than the rest of her, as if the life had been leached out of it. But at the end of her arm, her hand seemed more vibrant. Her fingers curled and stretched in short, jerking movements.


			“Your hand is getting stronger,” Corinne said.


			“There’s only two ways for a thing to go,” the witch said. “Better, or worse.” She stretched and bent her fingers as she looked out to sea. “What you looking out at the sea for? You already know what is under the water.”


			Before Corinne could find an answer, Malik jumped to the ground holding a coconut with just the barest hint of yellow on the husk. He macheted the top off before presenting it to the witch.


			The witch’s tongue jumped out in anticipation, flicking over her thin, dry lips. She took the husk in her good hand and drank deeply. Some of the water dribbled out the sides of her mouth, past a patch of gray chin-stubble, and down the dark, wrinkled folds of her throat, which made jerking movements like fresh fish bundled in a net.


			She downed the entire contents in one go. Then she handed the coconut back to Malik. He moved to cut it open, but she shook her head. “There’s nothing there,” she said. She seemed to be discussing the sea, not the lack of jelly in the coconut.


			Without another word, the witch shuffled off, kicking up pale sand.


			“Didn’t I say that, brother?” Bouki asked. “Didn’t I tell her that nothing was going to happen?”


			“Is that what I said?” the witch called over her shoulder. She maneuvered back around to face them. “Dunce. Who ever said nothing is going to happen?” She lifted her cane with some difficulty and gestured around her. Her loose dress rippled in the wind. “Something is always happening.” She moved her mouth in a way that made Corinne think she was rearranging her teeth before she continued. “Boy, nothing is as dull as you.”


			“You think something else is going to happen,” Corinne said.


			The witch shot her the same look of disdain she had turned on Bouki. “Something is happening right now,” she said. “And a moment after that something will happen again.” She cut her eyes at Bouki again. “Maybe you are spending too much time with this one. You were smarter when you were coming to the market alone. You will miss things if you keep wasting time standing guard at the sea. You think this is the only piece of shore? The only spread of water?” She stretched her ruined fingers again and muttered, “Only two ways for things to go, better or worse. And there’s nothing you can do about it.” 


			They watched the witch as she bent the corner around a grove of coconut trees. It was only after she was out of sight that Bouki shouted, “She didn’t pay!”
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			The Jumbie in the Forest


			In the sticky thickness of the forest, a large boulder covered with moss and slime sat precariously on a small square bit of rock. It rested at the edge of a sprawling plain in which several saplings were stretching toward the sky. If there had been any people there, they might have thought the boulder almost looked like an old man crouching, balancing on the flat of a pair of hooves where his toes should have been, and frowning over the plain. But there were no people there. No one ever went this far into the forest, because it was where most jumbies lived, hidden in the shadows.


			Far above the tips of the old trees, the saplings, and the craggy stone that looked both like an old man and an old goat, the sky turned gray like hard steel. Then a few drops splattered down, swiping leaves and blades of grass, and smacking the boulder on its back. 


			The boulder seemed to tremble at the annoyance, and slowly unfolded itself, softening and smoothing, shaking dust and pebbles off its surface until it was a real man with hairy goat’s legs. Matted gray hair entwined with moss and leaves tumbled down the man’s back. Still crouched, the man looked up at the sky, slowly, as was his way. He reached a hand out, and a drop of water plopped into the center of his palm. He brought it to his wrinkled mouth and sipped.


			The ancient creases of his face deepened, his jaw tightened, and his light brown eyes went a reddish color like the ground that was muddying at his hooves. 


			He picked up a long, thick stick lying near his feet, and used it to push himself to standing. He wasn’t tall, but with his shoulders back and his chin up, he seemed as large and unmovable as the rock he had been only moments before. 


			Papa Bois—that was the old jumbie’s name—sighed. He shook his head and a few crumbles of dirt tumbled from the strands of his hair. In the distance he heard someone plucking a quick, tripping melody on a cuatro. The music blended wonderfully with the sound of water running over rocks in the nearby river. 


			Papa Bois was glad his love was so close, waiting and happy for once. It was a shame he was going to give her bad news.
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			June, Too Soon


			The rain began softly at first, then quickly turned into pelting droplets that slapped Corinne’s skin. She put her hands over her head, but in moments, her long black braids became soaking whips that lashed her neck and chest as she ran for shelter beneath an almond tree.


			People on the beach grabbed up towels and children and snacks and toys, and ran for cover. Some went straight to their brightly colored houses on the shore. Others ran to the tree line, hiding under any available branch. A couple squeezed next to the snack stall at the edge of the road, taking what little shelter they could in its propped-up awning.


			The sky blackened and the wind whipped up. The same coconut trees Corinne and the boys had been climbing bowed toward the sea, pointing straight at the line of fishing boats on the churning water.


			The rain dulled everything, even the shapes of the boats. Corinne could not make out her papa’s. 


			Mind the sea doesn’t swallow you up, she thought with a chill. 


			“We should get inside,” Bouki said.


			Corinne nodded. “You go back to town. I will wait here for my papa.”


			Bouki squinted up at the sky. “Don’t wait too long.”


			The boys took off up the hill, and Corinne peered out at the horizon. Her heart thudded as fast as the raindrops striking the ground. From behind the gray veil of rain, the boats appeared. They were only dark shapes at first, but as they came closer the colors of each vessel, blue, green, red, and finally the bright yellow of Pierre La Mer’s, came into focus.


			Corinne ran to the sea. The wind pushed at her and the rain slapped against her, but she sprinted until she reached her papa.


			Pierre called to her, but whatever he said was whisked away by the wind. He pointed over her head toward their little house at the top of the hill. Corinne understood, but did not stop. She met him in hip-deep water and pulled the boat from the front as her father jumped out and pushed, steering it through the choppy waves. Once on shore, they hoisted it onto soft sand. Pierre knotted a rope around one of the posts at the dock and threw a tarp over the boat for cover. Then he lashed it with more rope, pulling it taut and tying it before he turned back to Corinne.


			“Come!” he shouted over the wind.


			The two ran to the dirt road, past the almond tree, and up the hill to their little house.


			The windows banged open and shut in the wind. A gust knocked Corinne into a patch of mud and splashed her up to the neck. She slipped back into the puddle when she tried to get her feet under her, so Pierre grabbed her work shirt to pull her out. Together they scrambled for the front door, bracing against the wind.


			Corinne pulled the door open. Inside the house was a mess. The rain had blown in and left everything sodden. 


			Glass rattled in the wooden window frames, adding to the cacophony of the howling wind outside. They rushed to the windows, fighting wet, whipping curtains to pull the frames shut and secure each iron hook into the eye that held it closed. But the windows still shook, struggling against the hooks like creatures desperate to be free of their bonds. 


			In the relative stillness, Corinne and Pierre tried to catch their breath as rainwater and mud from their hair and clothes pooled at their feet.


			“That came on suddenly,” Corinne said between pants.


			Pierre nodded. “We didn’t even see the clouds. One minute, blue sky, and then the next . . . I’ve never seen anything like it before.” A frown flickered across Pierre’s face, but he smoothed it away quickly. “We should clean up.”


			Corinne gathered towels. She wrapped one around herself to stave off the shivering and used another to sop up the wet floors.


			Pierre went through the house picking up items that had fallen to the floor. Broken wares, utensils, a tin cup. “Look, she survived,” he said, holding out a small grayish wax statue of a woman.


			Corinne cupped it gently in her hand and took it to her bedroom, laying it in the center of the bed, where it was safest. The wax sculpture was of her mother, and Corinne had made it herself months ago. Since then, it had broken twice. A third time, she feared, would make it irreparable. 


			The wind pushed rain through every crevice. Corinne and her father used towels to stop up the spaces under the doors, between the walls and the windows, and in the seams between the wall boards. By the time they were finished, the air was stifling. 


			And there was nothing to do but wait. 


			Corinne changed into a colorful skirt and white blouse, an outfit that most girls on the island wore. She only ever wore her papa’s old shirts and pants when she was at work. It was impossible to climb coconut trees and pick oranges in a skirt. 


			Outside, the plants bowed in the wind. Branches snapped, and leaves scraped against the shivering glass windows. Corinne moved into the kitchen and put some water on to boil. After she pulled a bottle of tea leaves out and put them in a strainer, she took two tin mugs out of the cupboard. When the water was ready, she poured it over the strainer and into each mug. Then she quartered an orange and squeezed juice into the tea.


			The room filled with the orange’s bright scent, and the warmth of the hot water penetrated straight to Corinne’s bones. She brought the cups to the table, where Pierre inhaled deeply before lifting his and taking a sip. The windows rattled, and the wind and rain howled. 


			“We’ll have to secure the windows better,” he said.


			“Do you think it’s that bad?” she asked.


			“Hurricane,” he said.


			“It’s too early for hurricanes. June, too soon. July, stand by. August, come it must. September, remember. October, all over.”


			“I don’t think the storm knows that poem,” Pierre said. “It’s definitely a hurricane.” His head tilted as he listened. “It’s getting quiet.” The trees still trembled, but they weren’t bending the way they had been minutes before. “Let’s go.” 


			Corinne didn’t like the sound of Pierre’s voice. It was low and gravelly, filled with worry. She downed her tea quickly and followed him out the back door.


			The wind pushed against them, spattering debris against their bodies, but there was plenty of work to be done. Pierre gathered a few loose boards. While Corinne held them in place over the windows, he hammered nails into the frames. They made their way quickly around the house. When they came around to the back again, the wind seemed to have died down, but the sea was still roiling as if it was being stirred up from beneath the surface. The piece of wood Corinne was holding slipped from her hand as she watched the water, and Pierre’s hammer banged straight against the window frame, shattering the glass.


			“Corinne!”


			“Sorry, Papa,” she said. “But look at the sea!”


			Every muscle in Pierre’s body tightened when he looked. “There’s nothing we can do about that. Like every other storm, we will have to wait it out.”


			But this wasn’t like every other storm. It was a hurricane. In June. There was nothing normal about that. She had a sick feeling about why this hurricane was too early. What had been the cause of every strange thing on the island in recent months? The jumbies. Perhaps this was what the white witch had meant. Corinne was missing things by looking so far out to sea. The problem was in the water, just beneath her own house.


			Corinne’s stomach knotted.


			There was always some selfish motive behind the jumbies’ behavior. Corinne could find out why a hurricane was being whipped up now. But the only way was to face Mama D’Leau, the cruelest of the jumbies. 
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			Only a Storm


			Rain was nothing to Mama D’Leau. She lived for water. She ruled it. The jumbie sat on the muddy bank of the river in a thick patch of grass. Her body and arms draped over the fallen trunk of a tree, while the thick anaconda’s tail that started at her waist wrapped around the other end of the tree trunk and sloped into the water. Occasionally she flicked the tip of her tail, spraying droplets in time with the music she plucked out on the cuatro strings. 


			As the rain came harder, Mama D’Leau turned her face to the sky and let the water roll down her throat and neck. It soaked into the long braided ropes of black hair that fell over her back and chest, hiding her nakedness. The rain thunked against the cuatro’s strings and drummed on its polished wood body, adding to its music. The rain puckered the surface of the river and tapped the rocks and the leaves of the mango tree above her. Mama D’Leau tilted her head to listen, then changed her tune.


			’Twas Friday morn when we set sail


			And we were not far from the land


			When the captain, he spied a lovely mermaid


			With a comb and a glass in her hand . . . her hand . . .


			With a comb and a glass in her hand . . .


			Her voice was soft as she twined the lyrics with the percussion of the rain.


			“Beauty,” said Papa Bois.


			Mama D’Leau let her last note trail off and turned to see the old jumbie emerge near a wild-growing okra plant. Her face, already soft from singing, relaxed even more. Papa Bois smiled deeply.


			“Ah oui,” said Mama D’Leau. “And what it is you want now?”


			Papa Bois pointed at the sky and squinted up at the rain. “Do you feel that?” he asked.


			“What is it I should feel, eh?” Mama D’Leau sucked her teeth, chups. “You always worrying about something.”


			“And you not worrying enough,” Papa Bois said gently. He held his hand out and let the raindrops dance in his palm.


			Mama D’Leau frowned. She stuck her tongue out and tasted the storm. Her eyes flashed the same gray color as the rainwater and her tail coiled tightly under her as if she was getting ready to spring.


			Papa Bois moved closer, and Mama D’Leau tilted her body to block a little nest she had made surrounding a small opal that looked like the bottom of the ocean. She palmed it, pulling the opal to her chest as she turned away from Papa Bois.


			“I see it already. No point trying to hide it now,” he drawled.


			Mama D’Leau opened her palm just enough for the stone to shine in her hand. There was a small nick in the side that she rubbed gently. Every time she did, she thought of the irritating boy who had marred its perfect surface. “It has nothing to do with this,” she said. “I’ve had it for months already. You didn’t think of that, eh?” She looked smugly at him, but only for a moment.


			Papa Bois took a breath as slow as a flower opening at dawn. “Something is coming,” he said. 


			“It is only a storm, love,” she said, but her words were edged with worry.


			“No, doux doux. Not only that.”


			Mama D’Leau unwrapped herself from the broken tree trunk. She gripped the stone more tightly and slithered into the water as the rain beat down all around her. Beneath the ruffled surface, she watched Papa Bois walk to where she had been and pick up the cuatro she left behind. He embraced the instrument, holding it against his bare chest, then returned slowly to the forest. Only then, Mama D’Leau left.
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			Summon the Sea


			By late afternoon, the oil lamps were nearly empty. They swayed on their hooks in the kitchen each time wind rocked the house. Corinne watched their flames burn down to low orange glows, like sunsets. Then they went dark and everything became still. Despite the fact they were far from sunset, the house was as black as midnight.


			“Hear that?” Pierre asked.


			“The rain is dying down,” she said. 


			Pierre took three long strides to the back of the kitchen and carefully opened the top of the Dutch door. A fine mist blew inside, sprinkling the wooden floor like flour from a sifter. 


			“Is it over, Papa?” Corinne asked.


			“It’s only the eye of the storm,” he answered. “The wind and rain will come again. We don’t have much time.” He stepped into the yard and beckoned to her. “Come.”


			The thick cloud cover surrounded them like a pouch that could close in at any moment. And beneath it, the brown sea writhed. The beach was strewn with debris. Torn-off coconut leaves, broken branches, and seaweed littered the sand. A sunbeam, like a long, thin finger, pushed through a hole in the knitted clouds, illuminating a single spot in the middle of the sea. The air was still and heat pressed around Corinne like a hand around a throat. How much time did she have in the eye of a storm?


			As Pierre began to drag broken branches away from the side of the house, Corinne snuck down to the sea. 


			The hill was slick with reddish mud that ran in thick rivulets. Corinne skidded and stubbed her toe on rocks and tree roots, but she kept moving. Nothing was going to stop her now. At the bottom of the hill the beach sand was a minefield of broken, jagged shells and rocks and sodden pits of mud. She tried to pick her way through, but the sand sucked at her feet, sinking her to her ankles with every step. She lost one sandal and then another as she pulled her feet out of the muck, but she was determined to reach the edge of the waves. Above her, the clouds began to close in. 


			It was time to call the jumbie.


			The first time Corinne had faced Mama D’Leau, she had been armed with offerings, things that would make the jumbie talk, things that would please her. She had been warned to never ask a question. And she had had the support of her friends. Corinne had never faced Mama D’Leau alone. But she knew that the storm would only dredge the worst things to the surface—just like after the earthquake, when children all over the island began to go missing. 


			Corinne opened and closed her empty hands and steeled herself to the possibility that she would face the jumbie’s wrath. She got ready to beg. She had nothing else to give.


			The wind picked up again and pushed Corinne’s braids out of her face and her blouse against her chest. She leaned into the air and made it to the mucky edge of the waves that deposited small pieces of wood, shell, and weeds on her bare toes. 


			“Mama!” she called into the waves.


			The wind pulled her voice back and pushed at her as if it was trying to keep her away from the sea.


			“Mama!” Corinne screamed. “I need you!”


			Corinne understood the rules. The white witch had been very clear about them. Without an offering from Corinne, the jumbie was unlikely to show herself, but this was not the usual situation. 


			The surface of the water smoothed as if someone had pulled a wrinkled sheet tight across a bed and tucked in the edges. Corinne entered the water. She remembered her own mama’s hands, brown and smooth and warm. She clutched her necklace, squeezing the stone her mama had left for her. It had saved her twice now. But she didn’t know if it had anything left to give.


			She whispered “Mama” again, only this time she tried to picture her own mother’s face. She struggled to pick out any individual feature like the crook of her smile or the wideness of her eyes. Pierre described Corinne’s mother, Nicole, to her often, but lately, Corinne couldn’t summon her mother’s features. They blurred like a dream that had faded. Corinne held the stone pendant out. What else did she have to offer? “Mama, please,” she said. Her throat and eyes began to burn. Corinne stumbled as the sharp, splintered edges of coconut husks, twigs, and leaves scratched at her legs. 
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