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Roman Fever

From the table at which they had been lunching two American ladies of
ripe but well-cared-for middle age moved across the lofty terrace of the
Roman restaurant and, leaning on its parapet, looked first at each other, and
then down on the outspread glories of the Palatine and the Forum, with the
same expression of vague but benevolent approval.

As they leaned there a girlish voice echoed up gaily from the stairs lead- ‘
ing to the court below. “Well, come along, then,” it cried, not to them but
to an invisible companion, and “let’s leave the young things to their
knitting”; and a voice as fresh laughed back: “Oh, look here, Babs, not
actually knitting —” “Well, I mean figuratively,” rejoined the first. “After
all, we haven’t left our poor parents much else to do ...” and at that point

”

the turn of the stairs engulfed the dialogue.

The two ladies looked at each other again, this time with a tinge of smil-
ing embarrassment, and the smaller and paler one shook her head and
coloured slightly.

“Barbara!” she murmured, sending an unheard rebuke after the mocking
voice in the stairway.

The other lady, who was fuller, and higher in colour, with a small deter-
mined nose supported by vigorous black eyebrows, gave a good-humoured
laugh. “That’s what our daughters think of us!”

Her companion replied by a deprecating gesture. “Not of us individually.
We must remember that. It’s just the collective modern idea of Mothers.
And you see —” Half guiltily she drew from her handsomely mounted
black hand-bag a twist of crimson silk run through by two fine knitting ne-
edles. “One never knows,” she murmured. “The new system has certainly
given us a good deal of time to kill; and sometimes | get tired just looking
— even at this.” Her gesture was now addressed to the stupendous scene at
their feet.
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4 Roman Fever

The dark lady laughed again, and they both relapsed upon the view, con-
templating it in silence, with a sort of diffused serenity which might have
been borrowed from the spring effulgence of the Roman skies. The
luncheon-hour was long past, and the two had their end of the vast terrace
to themselves. At its opposite extremity a few groups, detained by a linger-
ing look at the outspread city, were gathering up guide-books and fumbling
for tips. The last of them scattered, and the two ladies were alone on the air-
washed height.

“Well, 1 don’t see why we shouldn’t just stay here,” said Mrs. Slade, the

lady of the high colour and energetic brows. Two derelict basketchairs
stood near, and she pushed them into the angle of the parapet, and settled
herself in one, her gaze upon the Palatine. “Afer all, it’s still the most beau-
tiful view in the world.”
“It always will be, to me,” assented her friend Mrs. Ansley, with so
slight a stress on the “me” that Mrs. Slade, though she noticed it, wondered
if it were not merely accidental, like the random underlinings of old-
fashioned letter-writers.

“Grace Ansley was always old-fashioned,” she thought; and added al-
oud, with a retrospective smile: “It’s a view we’ve both been familiar with
for a good many years. When we first met here we were younger than our
girls are now. You remember?”

“Oh, yes, | remember,” murmured Mrs. Ansley, with the same undefin-
able stress. — “There’s that head-waiter wondering,” she interpolated. She
was evidently far less sure than her companion of herself and of her rights
in the world.

“I'll cure him of wondering,” said Mrs. Slade, stretching her hand to-
ward a bag as discreetly opulent-looking as Mrs. Ansley’s. Signing to the
head-waiter, she explained that she and her friend were old lovers of Rome,
and would like to spend the end of the afternoon looking down on the view
— that is, if it did not disturb the service? The head-waiter, bowing over
her gratuity, assured her that the ladies were most welcome, and would be
still more so if they would condescend to remain for dinner. A full moon
night, they would remember ...

Mrs. Slade’s black brows drew together, as though references to the
moon were out-of-place and even unwelcome. But she smiled away her
frown as the head-waiter retreated. “Well, why not? We might do worse.
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6 Roman Fever

There’s no knowing, I suppose, when the girls will be back. Do you even
know back from where? I don’t!”

Mrs. Ansley again coloured slightly. “I think those young Italian aviators
we met at the Embassy invited them to fly to Tarquinia for tea. I suppose
they’ll want to wait and fly back by moonlight.”

“Moonlight — moonlight! What a part it still plays. Do you suppose
they’re as sentimental as we were?”

“I’ve come to the conclusion that I don’t in the least know what they
are,” said Mrs. Ansley. “And perhaps we didn’t know much more about
each other.”

“No; perhaps we didn’t.”

Her friend gave her a shy glance. “I never should have supposed you
were sentimental, Alida.”

“Well, perhaps I wasn’t.” Mrs. Slade drew her lids together in retro-
spect; and for a few moments the two ladies, who had been intimate since
childhood, reflected how little they knew each other. Each one, of course,
had a label ready to attach to the other’s name; Mrs. Delphin Slade, for in-
stance, would have told herself, or any one who asked her, that Mrs. Hor-
ace Ansley, twenty-five years ago, had been exquisitely lovely — no, you
wouldn’t believe it, would you? ... though, of course, still charming, distin-
guished ... Well, as a girl she had been exquisite; far more beautiful than
her daughter Barbara, though certainly Babs, according to the new stand-
ards at any rate, was more effective — had more edge, as they say. Funny
where she got it, with those two nullities as parents. Yes; Horace Ansley
was-well, just the duplicate of his wife. Museum specimens of old New
York. Good-looking, irreproachable, exemplary. Mrs. Slade and Mrs.
Ansley had lived opposite each other — actually as well as figuratively —
for years. When the drawing — room curtains in No. 20 East 73rd Street
were renewed, No. 23, across the way, was always aware of it. And of all
the movings, buyings, travels, anniversaries, illnesses — the tame chron-
icle of an estimable pair. Little of it escaped Mrs. Slade. But she had grown
bored with it by the time her husband made his big coup in Wall Street, and
when they bought in upper Park Avenue had already begun to think: “I°d
rather live opposite a speak-easy for a change; at least one might see it
raided.” The idea of seeing Grace raided was so amusing that (before the
move) she launched it at a woman’s lunch. It made a hit, and went the
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8 Roman Fever

rounds — she sometimes wondered if it had crossed the street, and reached
Mrs. Ansley. She hoped not, but didn’t much mind. Those were the days
when respectability was at a discount, and it did the irreproachable no harm
to laugh at them a little.

A few years later, and not many months apart, both ladies lost their hus-
bands. There was an appropriate exchange of wreaths and condolences, and
a brief renewal of intimacy in the half-shadow of their mourning; and now,
after another interval, they had run across each other in Rome, at the same
hotel, each of them the modest appendage of a salient daughter. The simi-
larity of their lot had again drawn them together, lending itself to mild
jokes, and the mutual confession that, if in old days it must have been tiring
to “keep up” with daughters, it was now, at times, a little dull not to. No
doubt, Mrs. Slade reflected, she felt her unemployment more than poor
Grace ever would. It was a big drop from being the wife of Delphin Slade
to being his widow. She had always regarded herself (with a certain con-
jugal pride) as his equal in social girts, as contributing her full share to the
making of the exceptional couple they were:but the difference after his
death was irremediable. As the wife of the famous corporation lawyer, al-
ways with an international case or two on hand, every day brought its ex-
citing and unexpected obligation: the impromptu entertaining of eminent
colleagues hurried dashes on legal business to London, paris or Rome,
where the entertaining was so handsomely reciprocated; the amusement of
hearing in her wake: “What, that handsome woman with the good clothes
and the eyes is Mrs. Slade — rhe Slade’s wife? Really? Generally the
wives of celebrities are such frumps.”

Yes; being the Slade’s widow was a dullish business after that. In living
up to such a husband all her faculties had been engaged; now she had only
her daughter to live up to, for the son who seemed to have inherited his
father’s gifts had died suddenly in boyhood. She had fought through that
agony because her husband was there, to be helped and to help; now, after
the father’s death, the thought of the boy had become unbearable. There
was nothing left but to mother her daughter; and dear Jenny was such a per-
fect daughter that she needed no excessive mothering. “Now with Babs
Ansley I don’t know that I should be so quiet,” Mrs. Slade sometimes half-
enviously reflected; but Jenny, who was younger than her brilliant friend,
was that rare accident, an extremely pretty girl who somehow made youth



