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Contrasts & Contradictions 
Fever 1793 - Chapter 3 

You learned in  class that contrasts and contradictions are often shown through changes in the character, but today you will find Contrasts & Contradictions in the setting. This is when the setting in the story is a very different world than the world we live in today. Something about the setting strikes the reader as odd or different from what you would expect. You will often see Contrasts & Contradictions in historical fiction, science fiction, and fantasy. The reader should be asking, How does this contrast or how is this different from today???

Read the excerpt from Fever 1793 by Laurie Halse Anderson. Fourteen year-old Mattie Cook is ambitious, adventurous, and sick to death of listening to her mother. In this chapter, Mattie has just learned that her servant and best friend, Polly, has died. Read to find C&C’s in the setting and characters. 

    Dead? Polly’s Dead? I couldn’t have heard her properly. “Polly Logan?” The sweat on my neck turned to ice and I shivered. “Our Polly? That can’t be.” 
    I tried to remember the last time we had played together. It was before she started working for us. Last Christmas - no, well before that. Her family moved to Third Street at least two years ago. She had been a cradle friend, the girl I played dolls with. We sang nonsense songs together when we churned butter. I could see it then, my small hands and Polly’s together on the handle of the churn. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. 
    Mother led me inside by the elbow and I sat heavily on a chair. She quickly told Eliza what happened. 
    “There was no doctor in attendance,” Mother explained. “She shook with fever briefly, three quarters of an hour, cried out once, and died in her own bed. They don’t know what it was.”
    “It could have been anything. There are so many fevers at summer’s end,” Eliza said. “Is anyone else in the house sick?” 
    “Sick with grief,” Mother said. She poured herself and Eliza each a mug of coffee. “It’s a large family, she still has seven children under ten years, one a babe in her arms.” 
    “We’ll pray they don’t take sick,” Eliza said as she took the mug. “Are any neighbors ill?” 
    Mother blew in her cup and nodded. “An old man who lives across the alley is rumored to be sick in bed, but you know how these stories catch fire. It’s strange though. She was a healthy girl, robust. Never saw her so much as sneeze before.” 
    I kept my eyes closed, trying to see Polly happy, joking, maybe stealing a kiss with Matthew, then bursting through the door to tell me. It couldn’t be real. How could Polly be dead?
    “Matilda, are you well?” asked Mother. “She looks peculiar, don’t you think, Eliza?Are you feverish?” She laid her hand on my forehead. Her fingers were rough but cool, and smelled faintly of lavender. I wanted to lay my head on her shoulder, but that would have been awkward. 
    Mother slipped her hand to the back of my neck. 
    “She did not suffer, Matilda. We must be grateful for that.” She removed her hand and peered into my eyes. 
    “This heat is not healthy. You must tell me straight away if you feel peckish.” 
    I waited for her to say something more about Polly. 
    She did not. 
    “We should send along something for the family,” suggested Eliza. “Her mother is in no condition to cook. Mattie could take a ham over.” 
    “No,” Mother said quickly. She set the coffee mug on the table with a thump. “I don’t want her near there, not with a sickness in the air. Besides, she hasn’t played with Polly for years. The girl was our servant, not a friend.” 
    “Yes, she was,” I protested. “Let me go, please. I’ll take some they need it, and I’ll pay my respects to her mother. It’s the proper thing to do.” 
    “I’ve already paid our respects,” Mother said. “You’ll just upset her mother more. I’ll take a food basket there myself. Tomorrow. Now put on a clean apron, Matilda, and wash your hands. It’s time to get to work.” 
    “I want to see her!” 
    “No.” 
    “What about the funeral?” I asked, blinking back the tears. “You must let me attend that.” 
    “No Absolutely not. I forbid it. You’ll have nightmares.” 
    “She was my friend! You must allow me. Why are you so horrid?” 
    As soon as the angry words were out of my mouth, I knew I had gone too far. 
    “Matilda! Mother rose from her chair. “You are forbidden to speak to me in that tone! Apologize at once.” 
    The sun coming in the south window cast deep shadows under her eyes and cheekbones. She held her jaw tight, her eyes flashing with anger. She looked old, much older than she should. She hadn’t always been so pinch-faced and harsh. 
    When Mother allowed herself a still moment by the fire on winter nights, I could sometimes see the face she wore when Father was alive. Back then Mother smiled at me with her eyes and her laughter and her gentle hands. But no longer. Life was a battle, and Mother a tired and bitter captain. The captain I had to obey. 
    “My apologies,” I said. 
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On the first day of school, Victor stood in line half an hour before he came to a wobbly card table. He was handed a packet of papers and a computer card on which he listed his one elective, French. He already spoke Spanish and English, but he thought some day he might travel to France, where it was cool; not like Fresno, where summer days reached 110 degrees in the shade. There were rivers in France, and huge churches, and fair-skinned people everywhere, the way there were brown people all around Victor.

Besides, Teresa, a girl he had liked since they were in class together  in elementary school, was taking French, too. With any luck they would be in the same class. Teresa is going to be my girl this year, he promised himself as he left the gym full of students in their new fall clothes. She was cute. And good in math, too, Victor thought as he walked down the hall to his homeroom. He ran into his friend, Michael Torres, by the water fountain that never turned off.

They shook hands, raza-style, and jerked their heads at one another in a saludo de vato. “How come you’re making a face?” asked Victor.

“I ain’t making a face, ese. This is my face.” Michael said
his face had changed during the summer. He had read a GQ
magazine that his older brother had borrowed from the Book Mobile and noticed that the male models all had the same look on their faces. They would stand, one arm around a beautiful woman, and scowl. They would sit at the pool, their rippled stomachs dark with shadow, and scowl. They would sit at dinner tables, cool drinks in their hands, and scowl,

“I think it works,” Michael said. He scowled and let his upper lip quiver. His teeth showed along with the ferocity of his soul. “Belinda Reyes walked by a while ago and looked at me,” he said.


Victor didn’t say anything, though he thought his friend looked pretty strange. They talked about recent movies, baseball, their parents, and the horrors of picking grapes in order to buy their fall clothes. Picking grapes was like living in Siberia, except hot and more boring.

“What classes are you taking?” Michael said, scowling. “French. How ‘bout you?”
“Spanish. I ain’t so good at it, even if I’m Mexican." “I’m not either, but I’m better at it than math, that’s for
sure.”

A tiny, three-beat bell propelled students to their homerooms. The two friends socked each other in the arm and went their ways, Victor thinking, man, that’s weird. Michael thinks making a face makes him handsome.

On the way to his homeroom, Victor tried a scowl. He felt foolish, until out of the corner of his eye he saw a girl looking at him.  Umm, he thought, maybe it does work. He scowled with greater conviction.

In the homeroom, roll was taken, emergency cards were passed out, and they were given a bulletin to take home to their parents. The principal, Mr. Belton, spoke over the crackling loudspeaker, welcoming the students to a new year, new experiences, and new friendships. The students
squirmed in their chairs and ignored him, they were anxious to go to first period. Victor sat calmly, thinking of Teresa, who sat
two rows away, reading a paperback novel. This would be his lucky year. She was in his homeroom, and would probably be in his English and math classes. And, of course, French.

The bell rang for first period, and the students herded noisily through the door. Only Teresa lingered, talking with the homeroom teacher.

“So you think I should talk to Mrs. Gaines?” she asked the teacher. “She would know about ballet?”

“She would be a good bet,” the teacher said. Then added, “Or the gym teacher, Mrs. Garza."


Victor lingered, keeping his head down and staring at his desk. He wanted to leave when she did so he could bump into her and say something clever.

He watched her on the sly. As she turned to leave, he stood up and hurried to the door, where he managed to catch her eye. She smiled and said, “Hi, Victor."

He smiled back and said, “Yeah, that's me.” His brown face blushed. Why hadn’t he said, “Hi, Teresa,” or "How was your summer?” or something nice.

As Teresa walked down the hall, Victor walked the other way, looking back, admiring how gracefully she walked, one foot in front of the other. So much for being in the same class, he thought. As he trudged to English, he practiced scowling.

In English they reviewed the parts of speech. Mr. Lucas, a portly man, waddled down the aisle, asking, “What is a noun?”

“A person, place, or thing or idea,” said the class in unison.

Yes, now somebody give me an example of a person--you, Victor Rodriguez.”

"Teresa,” Victor said automatically. Some of the girls giggled. They knew he had a crush on Teresa. He felt himself blushing again.
“Correct,” Mr. Lucas said. “Now provide me with a place.” Mr. Lucas called on a freckled kid who answered,
“Teresa’s house with a kitchen full of big brothers.”

After English, Victor had math, his weakest subject. He sat in the back by the window, hoping that he would not be called on. Victor understood most of the problems, but some of the stuff looked like the teacher made it up as she went along. It was confusing, like the inside of a watch.

After math he had a fifteen-minute break, then social studies, and finally lunch. He bought a tuna casserole with


buttered rolls, some fruit cocktail, and milk. He sat with
[bookmark: _GoBack]Michael, who practiced scowling between bites.

Girls walked by and looked at him, “See what I mean, Vic?” Michael scowled. "They love it.”

Yeah, I guess so.

They ate slowly, Victor scanning the horizon for a glimpse
of Teresa. He didn’t see her. She must have brought lunch, he thought, and is eating outside. Victor scraped his plate and
left Michael, who was busy scowling at a girl two tables
away.

The small, triangle-shaped campus bustled with students talking about their new classes. Everyone was in a sunny mood. Victor hurried to the bag lunch area, where he sat down and opened his math book. He moved his lips as if he were reading, but his mind was somewhere else. He raised his eyes slowly and looked around. No Teresa.

He lowered his eyes, pretending to study, then looked slowly to the left. No Teresa. He turned a page in the book and stared at some math problems that scared him because he knew he would have to do them eventually. He looked at the right. Still no sign of her. He stretched out lazily in an attempt to disguise his snooping.

Then he saw her. She was sitting with a girlfriend under a plum tree. Victor moved to a table near her and daydreamed about taking her to a movie. When the bell sounded, Teresa looked up, and their eyes met. She smiled sweetly and gathered her books. Her next class was French, same as Victor’s.

They were among the last students to arrive in class, so all the good desks in the back had already been taken. Victor was forced to sit near the front, a few desks away from Teresa, while Mr. Bueller wrote French words on the chalkboard. The bell rang, and Mr. Bueller wiped his hands, turned to the class, and said, “Bonjour.”

“Bonjour,” braved a few students.


“Bonjour” Victor whispered. He wondered if Teresa heard him.

Mr. Bueller said that if the students studied hard, at the end of the year they could go to France and be understood by the populace.

One kid raised his hand and asked, “‘What’s ‘populace’?” "The people, the people of France.”
Mr. Bueller asked if anyone knew French. Victor raised his hand, wanting to impress Teresa. The teacher beamed and said, “Tres bien. Parlez-vous Francais?”

Victor didn’t know what to say. The teacher wet his lips and asked something else in French. The room grew silent. Victor felt all eyes staring at him. He tried to bluff his way out by making noises that sounded French.
“La me vave me con le grandma,” he said uncertainly. Mr. Bueller, wrinkling his face in curiosity, asked him to
speak up.

Great rosebushes of red bloomed on Victor’s cheeks. A
river of nervous sweat ran down his palms. He felt awful.
Teresa sat a few desks away, no doubt thinking he was a fool. Without looking at Mr. Bueller, Victor mumbled, ‘Frenchie oh wewe gee in September.”

Mr. Bueller asked Victor to repeat what he said. “Frenchie oh wewe gee in September," Victor repeated.
Mr. Bueller understood that the boy didn’t know French and turned away. He walked to the blackboard and pointed to the words on the board with his steel-edged ruler.

"Le bateau,” he sang.

“Le bateau,” the students repeated. "Le bateau est sur l’eau,” he sang.


“Le bateau est sur l’eau.”

Victor was too weak from failure to join the class. He stared at the board and wished he had taken Spanish, not French. Better yet, he wished he could start his life over. He had never been so embarrassed. He bit his thumb until he tore off a sliver of skin.

The bell sounded for fifth period, and Victor shot out of the room, avoiding the stares of the other kids, but had to return for his math book. He looked sheepishly at the teacher, who was erasing the board, then widened his eyes in terror at Teresa who stood in front of him. “I didn’t know you knew French,”she said. “That was good.”

Mr. Bueller looked at Victor, and Victor looked back. Oh please, don’t say anything, Victor pleaded with his eyes. I’ll wash your car, mow your lawn, walk your dog--anything! I'll be your best student, and I’ll clean your erasers after school.

Mr. Bueller shuffled through the papers on his desk, He smiled and hummed as he sat down to work. He remembered his college years when he dated a girlfriend in borrowed cars. She thought he was rich because each time he picked her up he had a different car. It was fun until he had spent all his money on her and had to write home to his parents because he was broke.

Victor couldn’t stand to look at Teresa. He was sweaty with shame. “Yeah, well, I picked up a few things from movies and books and stuff like that.” They left the class together. Teresa asked him if he would help her with her French.

"Sure, anytime,” Victor said.

“I won’t be bothering you, will I?” "Oh no, I like being bothered.”
“Bonjour,”Teresa said, leaving him outside her next class. She smiled and pushed wisps of hair from her face.

"Yeah, right, bonjour,” Victor said. He turned and headed to his class. The rosebuds of shame on his face became 
bouquets of love. Teresa is a great girl, he thought. And Mr. Bueller is a good guy.

He raced to his elective class . After that,  there was biology, and after biology a long sprint to the public library, where he checked out three French textbooks.

He was going to like seventh grade.
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