)

Sheal and Fever

=

Author of

sigh Lrode fnode

- L5

i
LT

M



CHAFTER 1

Monday, May 27, 1776

T':ll.i'l'll 15 THE SEED TIME 438 SOOD WABITS,
AF WELL IN MATIONS A5 M 185N VIDNIALS,
—Tinomas FPang, Cosruonw SEnsE

HE BEST TIME TO TALE TO GHOSTS
i# just before the sun comes up. That's when they can hear
ws true, Momma said. That's when ghosts can answer us.

The castern sky was peach colored, buc a handful of lazy
stars still blinked in the wese, 1t was almost time.

"May | run ahezad, sir?” 1 asked.

Pascor Weeks sat ae the front of his squeaky wagon with
Old Ben next o him, the mules' ceins loose in his hands.
The pine coffin that held Miss Mary Finch—wearing her
best dress, wich her hair washed clean and combed—bounced
in the back when the wagon wheels hit a rue. My sister,
Ruth, sat next to the eoffin. Ruth was teo big co carry, plus
the pastor knew about her peculiar manner of being, so it
was the wagon for her and the road for me.

Old Ben looked to the cast and gave me a little nod. He
knew a few things about phosts, too.

Pascor Weeks turned around o talk to Mr. Robert Finch,
who rodde his horse a few lenpths behind the wagon,
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“The child wanes to run shead,” Pastor explained to him.
“She has kin buricd there, Do you give leave for a quick
wigit?”

Mr. Robert’s mouth tightened like a rope pulled taut.
He had showed up 2 few weeks carlier to visic Miss Mary
Finch, his aunt and only living relation. He looked around
her tidy farm, listened to her ragged, wet cough, and moved
im, Mdiss MB!’_‘!." wasn't even cold on her deathbed when he
helped himself to the coins in her strongbox. He hurried
along ber burying, oo, most improper. He didn't care thae
the neiphbors would want to come around with cakes amd
placcers of cold meat, and drink ale to the rememory of
Miss Mary Finch of Tew, Rhode Island. He had to get on
with things, he said,

| stele a look backward. Me Robert Finch was filled
up with trouble from his dircy boots o the brim of his
scraggly hatc

“Flezse, sir,” | said.

"Go then,” he s2id. “Bue don't tarry. I've much business
today.”

I ran 25 fase as 1 could,

| hurried past the stope fence that surrounded the white
graveyard, to the splic-rail fence chac marked our ground,
and scopped outside the pate to pick a handful of chilly
violets, wet with dew. The morning mist twisted and hung
low over the field. Mo ghosts yet. just ash trees and maples
lined up in 2 mouraful cow.

| entered,

Momma was buried in the back, her feet to the easc, her
head to the west. Someday | would pay the scone carver for
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a proper marker with her name on it: Dieeof, wife of Cuffe,
rogker of Irabel and Rurk. For now, there was a wooden
cross and a gray rock the size of 3 dineer plate Iymg flat om
the ground in front of it

We had buried her the year before, when the first roses
Bloomed.

“Smallpox is cricky,” Miss Mary Finch sid to me when
Momma died, “Theres no telling who it'll take™ The pox
had [eft Ruth and me with scars like tiny stars scattered on
our skin. It took Mommz home to Our Maker,

| looked back ar the read. Old Ben had slowed che mules
to give me time. | knelt down and st the violets om the
grave. "It here, Momma~ | whispered. “The day you
promised. But | need your belp. Can you please cross back
over for just a liezle boe?”™

| stared without blinking at the mist, looking for the
curve of her back or the silhouctte of her head wrapped in a
pretey kerchief. A small flock of robins swooped out of the
maple trees.

“1 don't have much me,” 1 wold the grass-covered grave.
“Where do you want us to go? ' What should we do?”™

The mist switled between the tall prass and the low-
hanging branches. Two black butterflies danced through
a cloud of bugs and dismppeared. Chickadees and bam
swallows called owverhezd.

"Whoa.” Old Ben stopped the wagon next to the open
hole near the iron fence, then climbed down and walked
to where Nehemiah the gravedigger was waiting, The two
men reached for the coffin.

“Please, Momma,” | whispered urgently. I need your
help.” | squinted into the ash grove, where the mist was
heaviese.
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