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The Reef

by Edith Wharton

BOCK

"Unexpected obstacle. Please don't cone till thirtieth.

Anna. "

Al'l the way from Charing Cross to Dover the train had
hamered the words of the telegraminto George Darrow s

ears, ringing every change of irony on its comonpl ace
syllables: rattling themout |ike a discharge of nusketry,
letting them one by one, drip slowy and coldly into his
brain, or shaking, tossing, transposing themlike the dice
in sonme gane of the gods of nmlice; and now, as he energed
fromhis conpartnent at the pier, and stood facing the w nd-
swept platformand the angry sea beyond, they |eapt out at
himas if fromthe crest of the waves, stung and blinded him

with a fresh fury of derision.

"Unexpected obstacle. Please don't cone till thirtieth.

Anna. "

She had put himoff at the very last nonment, and for the
second tine: put himoff with all her sweet reasonabl eness,
and for one of her usual "good" reasons--he was certain that
this reason, like the other, (the visit of her husband' s
uncle's widow) would be "good"! But it was that very

certainty which chilled him The fact of her dealing so



reasonably with their case shed an ironic light on the idea
that there had been any exceptional warnth in the greeting

she had given himafter their twelve years apart.

They had found each other again, in London, some three

mont hs previously, at a dinner at the American Enbassy, and
when she had caught sight of himher snile had been like a
red rose pinned on her widow s nourning. He still felt the
throb of surprise with which, anong the stereotyped faces of
the season's diners, he had come upon her unexpected face,
with the dark hair banded above grave eyes; eyes in which he
had recogni zed every little curve and shadow as he woul d
have recogni zed, after half a life-tinme, the details of a
room he had played in as a child. And as, in the pluned
starred crowd, she had stood out for him slender, secluded
and different, so he had felt, the instant their glances
met, that he as sharply detached hinself for her. Al that
and nore her smle had said; had said not nerely "
renmenber," but "I renenber just what you renenber"; al nost,
i ndeed, as though her nmenory had ai ded his, her glance flung
back on their recaptured nonment its norning brightness.
Certainly, when their distracted Arbassadress--with the cry:
"Ch, you know Ms. Leath? That's perfect, for Cenera
Farnham has failed me"--had waved t hem together for the
march to the diningroom Darrow had felt a slight pressure
of the armon his, a pressure faintly but unm stakably
enphasi zing the exclamation: "Isn't it wonderful ?--1In

London--in the season--in a nob?"

Littl e enough, on the part of nost wonmen; but it was a sign
of Ms. Leath's quality that every novenent, every syll able,
told with her. Even in the old days, as an intent grave-

eyed girl, she had sel dom ni spl aced her |ight strokes; and



Darrow, on neeting her again, had imediately felt how nuch

finer and surer an instrument of expression she had becone.

Their evening together had been a long confirmation of this
feeling. She had talked to him shyly yet frankly, of what
had happened to her during the years when they had so
strangely failed to neet. She had told himof her marriage
to Fraser Leath, and of her subsequent life in France, where
her husband's nother, left a widow in his youth, had been
re-married to the Marquis de Chantelle, and where, partly in
consequence of this second union, the son had permanently
settled hinmself. She had spoken also, with an intense
eagerness of affection, of her little girl Effie, who was
now ni ne years old, and, in a strain hardly | ess tender, of
Onen Leath, the charning clever young stepson whom her

husband's death had | eft to her care..

A porter, stunbling against Darrow s bags, roused himto the
fact that he still obstructed the platform inert and

encunbering as his | uggage.

"Crossing, sir?"

Was he crossing? He really didn't know, but for lack of any
nore conpel ling inpulse he followed the porter to the

| uggage van, singled out his property, and turned to march
behind it down the gang-way. As the fierce w nd shoul dered
him building up a crystal wall against his efforts, he felt

anew t he derision of his case.

"Nasty weather to cross, sir," the porter threw back at him

as they beat their way down the narrow wal k to the pier



Nasty weat her, indeed; but luckily, as it had turned out,

there was no earthly reason why Darrow shoul d cross.

Whi |l e he pushed on in the wake of his |uggage his thoughts
sl i pped back into the old groove. He had once or twice run
across the man whom Anna Summers had preferred to him and
since he had nmet her again he had been exercising his

i magi nati on on the picture of what her married |ife nust
have been. Her husband had struck himas a characteristic
speci men of the kind of Anerican as to whomone is not quite
cl ear whether he lives in Europe in order to cultivate an
art, or cultivates an art as a pretext for living in Europe.
M. Leath's art was water-colour painting, but he practised
it furtively, alnost clandestinely, with the disdain of a
man of the world for anything bordering on the professional
whil e he devoted hinself nore openly, and with religious
seriousness, to the collection of enanelled snuff-boxes. He
was bl ond and wel | -dressed, with the physical distinction
that comes from having a straight figure, a thin nose, and
the habit of |ooking slightly disgusted--as who should not,
in a world where authentic snuff-boxes were growing daily
harder to find, and the market was flooded with flagrant

forgeries?

Darrow had often wondered what possibilities of conmunion
there could have been between M. Leath and his wife. Now
he concluded that there had probably been none. Ms.

Leat h's words gave no hint of her husband's having failed to
justify her choice; but her very reticence betrayed her

She spoke of himw th a kind of inpersonal seriousness, as
if he had been a character in a novel or a figure in

hi story; and what she said sounded as though it had been

| earned by heart and slightly dulled by repetition. This



fact inmensely increased Darrow s inpression that his
nmeeting with her had anni hilated the intervening years.

She, who was al ways so el usive and inaccessible, had grown
suddenly comuni cative and ki nd: had opened the doors of her
past, and tacitly left himto draw his own conclusions. As
a result, he had taken | eave of her with the sense that he
was a being singled out and privil eged, to whom she had
entrusted sonething precious to keep. It was her happi ness
in their nmeeting that she had given him had frankly left
himto do with as he willed; and the frankness of the

gesture doubl ed the beauty of the gift.

Their next neeting had prol onged and deepened the

i npression. They had found each other again, a few days
later, in an old country house full of books and pictures,
in the soft |andscape of southern England. The presence of a
| arge party, with all its ainless and agitated

di spl acenents, had served only to isolate the pair and give
them (at least to the young man's fancy) a deeper feeling of
communi on, and their days there had been |ike sone nusica
prel ude, where the instrunents, breathing |low, seemto hold

back the waves of sound that press against them

Ms. Leath, on this occasion, was no | ess kind than before;
but she contrived to make hi munderstand that what was so

i nevitably com ng was not to cone too soon. |t was not that
she showed any hesitation as to the issue, but rather that
she seenmed to wish not to miss any stage in the gradua

refl owering of their intinmacy.

Darrow, for his part, was content to wait if she wished it.
He remenbered that once, in America, when she was a girl

and he had gone to stay with her famly in the country, she



had been out when he arrived, and her nother had told himto
|l ook for her in the garden. She was not in the garden, but
beyond it he had seen her approaching down a | ong shady
path. Wthout hastening her step she had snmiled and signed
to himto wait; and charned by the Iights and shadows t hat

pl ayed upon her as she noved, and by the pleasure of

wat chi ng her sl ow advance toward him he had obeyed her and
stood still. And so she seemed now to be wal king to hi m down
the years, the light and shade of old nmenories and new hopes
pl ayi ng variously on her, and each step giving himthe
vision of a different grace. She did not waver or turn

asi de; he knew she woul d cone straight to where he stood

but sonething in her eyes said "Wait", and again he obeyed

and wait ed.

On the fourth day an unexpected event threw out his

cal culations. Sunmoned to town by the arrival in England of
her husband's nother, she left wi thout giving Darrow the
chance he had counted on, and he cursed hinself for a
dilatory blunderer. Still, his disappointnment was tenpered
by the certainty of being with her again before she left for
France; and they did in fact see each other in London

There, however, the atnosphere had changed with the
conditions. He could not say that she avoided him or even
that she was a shade less glad to see hin but she was beset
by famly duties and, as he thought, a little too readily

resigned to them

The Marqui se de Chantelle, as Darrow soon perceived, had the
sane mild form dabl eness as the late M. Leath: a sort of

i nsistent self-effacement before which every one about her
gave way. |t was perhaps the shadow of this lady's

presence--pervasi ve even during her actual brief eclipses--



that subdued and silenced Ms. Leath. The latter was,

nmor eover, preoccupi ed about her stepson, who, soon after
receiving his degree at Harvard, had been rescued froma
storny love-affair, and finally, after some nonths of
troubled drifting, had yielded to his step-npther's counse
and gone up to Oxford for a year of supplenentary study.
Thither Ms. Leath went once or twice to visit him and her
remai ni ng days were packed with famly obligations: getting,
as she phrased it, "frocks and governesses" for her little
girl, who had been left in France, and having to devote the
remai ni ng hours to | ong shopping expeditions wth her

nmot her-in-law. Neverthel ess, during her brief escapes from
duty, Darrow had had tinme to feel her safe in the custody of
hi s devotion, set apart for sone inevitable hour; and the

| ast evening, at the theatre, between the overshadow ng

Mar qui se and t he unsuspi ci ous Onen, they had had an al nost

deci si ve exchange of words

Now, in the rattle of the wind about his ears, Darrow
continued to hear the nocking echo of her nessage:
"Unexpected obstacle.”" In such an existence as Ms. Leath's,
at once so ordered and so exposed, he knew how snall a
complication mght assume the nmagnitude of an "obstacle;"
yet, even allowing as inpartially as his state of mnd
permitted for the fact that, with her nother-in-Iaw al ways,
and her stepson intermttently, under her roof, her |ot

i nvol ved a hundred snal|l accommopdations generally foreign to
the freedom of w dowhood--even so, he could not but think
that the very ingenuity bred of such conditions m ght have
hel ped her to find a way out of them No, her "reason"

what ever it was, could, in this case, be nothing but a
pretext; unless he leaned to the less flattering alternative

that any reason seened good enough for postponing him



Certainly, if her wel cone had neant what he inagi ned, she
could not, for the second tinme within a few weeks, have
submitted so tamely to the di sarrangenent of their plans; a
di sarrangenent which--his official duties considered--n ght,
for all she knew, result in his not being able to go to her

f or nont hs.

"Please don't conme till thirtieth.” The thirtieth--and it
was now the fifteenth! She flung back the fortnight on his
hands as if he had been an idler indifferent to dates,

i nstead of an active young diplonmatist who, to respond to
her call, had had to hew his way through a very jungle of
engagenents! "Please don't cone till thirtieth." That was
all. Not the shadow of an excuse or a regret; not even the
perfunctory "have witten" with which it is usual to soften
such blows. She didn't want him and had taken the shortest
way to tell himso. Even in his first nonment of
exasperation it struck himas characteristic that she should
not have padded her postponenent with a fib. Certainly her

nmoral angl es were not draped!

"If | asked her to marry ne, she'd have refused in the same

| anguage. But thank heaven | haven't!" he reflected.

These consi derations, which had been with himevery yard of
the way from London, reached a climax of irony as he was
drawn into the cromd on the pier. It did not soften his
feelings to renenber that, but for her lack of forethought,
he might, at this harsh end of the stormy May day, have been
sitting before his club fire in London instead of shivering
in the danp hurman herd on the pier. Adnitting the sex's
traditional right to change, she might at |east have advised

hi m of hers by telegraphing directly to his roonms. But in



spite of their exchange of letters she had apparently failed
to note his address, and a breathless enissary had rushed
fromthe Enbassy to pitch her telegraminto his conpartnent

as the train was noving fromthe station

Yes, he had given her chance enough to | earn where he |ived;
and this minor proof of her indifference becane, as he
janmed his way through the crowd, the main point of his

gri evance agai nst her and of his derision of hinself. Half
way down the pier the prod of an unbrella increased his
exasperation by rousing himto the fact that it was raining.
Instantly the narrow | edge becane a battl e-ground of
thrusting, slanting, parrying domes. The wind rose with the
rain, and the harried wetches exposed to this double
assault weaked on their neighbours the vengeance they coul d

not take on the el enents.

Darrow, whose healthy enjoynment of life made himin genera
a good traveller, tolerant of agglutinated humanity, felt
hi nsel f obscurely outraged by these proni scuous contacts.
It was as though all the people about himhad taken his
measure and known his plight; as though they were
cont enpt uously bunpi ng and shoving himlike the

i nconsi derabl e thing he had becone. "She doesn't want you

doesn't want you, doesn't want you," their unbrellas and

their el bows seened to say.

He had rashly vowed, when the telegramwas flung into his

wi ndow. "At any rate | won't turn back"--as though it mnight
cause the sender a malicious joy to have himretrace his
steps rather than keep on to Paris! Now he perceived the
absurdity of the vow, and thanked his stars that he need not

pl unge, to no purpose, into the fury of waves outside the



har bour .

Wth this thought in his mnd he turned back to ook for his
porter; but the contiguity of dripping unbrellas nade

signal ling inpossible and, perceiving that he had | ost sight
of the man, he scranbled up again to the platform As he
reached it, a descending unbrella caught himin the collar-
bone; and the next noment, bent sideways by the wind, it
turned inside out and soared up, kite-wise, at the end of a

hel pl ess fermal e arm

Darrow caught the unbrella, lowered its inverted ribs, and

| ooked up at the face it exposed to him

"WAit a minute,” he said; "you can't stay here."

As he spoke, a surge of the crowd drove the owner of the
unbrella abruptly down on him Darrow steadied her with
ext ended arns, and regai ning her footing she cried out: "Onh,

dear, oh, dear! It's in ribbons!"

Her lifted face, fresh and flushed in the driving rain, woke
in hima nmenory of having seen it at a distant tine and in a
vaguel y unsynpathetic setting; but it was no nonent to

follow up such clues, and the face was obviously one to nmake

its way on its own merits.

Its possessor had dropped her bag and bundles to clutch at
the tattered unbrella. "I bought it only yesterday at the

Stores; and--yes--it's utterly done for!" she | anented.

Darrow sniled at the intensity of her distress. It was food
for the noralist that, side by side with such catastrophes

as his, human nature was still agitating itself over its



m croscopi ¢ woes!

"Here's nmine if you want it!" he shouted back at her through

the shouting of the gale.

The of fer caused the young lady to | ook at himnore
intently. "Wy, it's M. Darrow" she exclained; and then
all radiant recognition: "Ch, thank you! W'I|Il share it, if

you will."

She knew him then; and he knew her; but how and where had
they nmet? He put aside the problemfor subsequent sol ution
and drawing her into a nore sheltered corner, bade her wait

till he could find his porter

Wen, a few nmnutes later, he canme back with his recovered
property, and the news that the boat would not |eave til

the tide had turned, she showed no concern

"Not for two hours? How |ucky--then |I can find ny trunk!"

Odinarily Darrow would have felt little disposed to involve
hinself in the adventure of a young femal e who had | ost her
trunk; but at the nmonent he was glad of any pretext for
activity. Even should he decide to take the next up train
from Dover he still had a yawning hour to fill; and the

obvi ous renmedy was to devote it to the loveliness in

di stress under his unbrell a.

"You've lost a trunk? Let ne see if | can find it."

It pleased himthat she did not return the conventional "Oh,

WOULD you?" Instead, she corrected himw th a | augh--Not



a trunk, but ny trunk; 1've no other--" and then added
briskly: "You' d better first see to getting your own things

on the boat."

This made himanswer, as if to give substance to his plans
by discussing them "I don't actually know that |'m going

over."

"Not goi ng over?"

"Wl l...perhaps not by this boat." Again he felt a stealing
i ndecision. "l may probably have to go back to London
I"'m-I"mwaiting...expecting a letter...(She'll think nme a

defaulter,” he reflected.) "But nmeanwhile there's plenty of

time to find your trunk."

He picked up his companion's bundl es, and offered her an arm
whi ch enabl ed her to press her slight person nore closely
under his unbrella; and as, thus |linked, they beat their way
back to the platform pulled together and apart |ike
marionettes on the wires of the wind, he continued to wonder
where he could have seen her. He had i medi ately cl assed
her as a conpatriot; her small nose, her clear tints, a kind
of sketchy delicacy in her face, as though she had been
brightly but lightly washed in with water-col our, al
confirned the evidence of her high sweet voice and of her
qui ck incessant gestures. She was clearly an Anerican, but
with the | oose native quality strained through a cl oser woof
of manners: the composite product of an enquiring and
adaptable race. Al this, however, did not help himto fit
a name to her, for just such instances were perpetually
pouring through the London Enbassy, and the etched and

angul ar Anerican was beconing rarer than the fluid type.



More puzzling than the fact of his being unable to identify
her was the persistent sense connecting her with sonething
unconfortabl e and distasteful. So pleasant a vision as that
gl eaning up at hi m between wet brown hair and wet brown boa
shoul d have evoked only associations as pleasing; but each
effort to fit her inage into his past resulted in the sane

menori es of boredom and a vague disconfort...

Don't you renenber me now-at Ms. Mirrett's?"
She threw the question at Darrow across a table of the quiet
coffee-roomto which, after a vainly prolonged quest for her

trunk, he had suggested taking her for a cup of tea.

In this nusty retreat she had renmpoved her dripping hat, hung
it on the fender to dry, and stretched herself on tiptoe in
front of the round eagl e-crowned nmirror, above the mantel
vases of dyed immortelles, while she ran her fingers conb-

wi se through her hair. The gesture had acted on Darrow s
nunb feelings as the glow of the fire acted on his
circulation; and when he had asked: "Aren't your feet wet,
too?" and, after frank inspection of a stout-shod sole, she
had answered cheerfully: "No--luckily | had on ny new
boots," he began to feel that human intercourse would stil

be tolerable if it were always as free fromformality.

The renoval of his conpanion's hat, besides provoking this
reflection, gave himhis first full sight of her face; and

this was so favourable that the name she now pronounced fel



on himwith a quite disproportionate shock of disnay.

"Ch, Ms. Miurrett's--was it THERE?"

He renenbered her now, of course: remenbered her as one of
the shadowy sidling presences in the background of that

awf ul house in Chel sea, one of the dunb appendages of the
shrieki ng unescapable Ms. Mirrett, into whose tal ons he had
fallen in the course of his head-long pursuit of Lady Urica
Crispin. Oh, the taste of stale follies! Howinsipid it

was, yet how it clung!

"l used to pass you on the stairs," she remi nded him

Yes: he had seen her slip by--he recalled it now-as he
dashed up to the drawi ng-roomin quest of Lady Urica. The

t hought made him steal a |onger |ook. How could such a face
have been nerged in the Murrett nob? |Its fugitive slanting
lines, that lent thenmselves to all nmanner of tender tilts
and foreshortenings, had the freakish grace of some young
head of the Italian conedy. The hair stood up from her
forehead in a boyish elf-lock, and its col our matched her
auburn eyes flecked with black, and the little brown spot on
her cheek, between the ear that was neant to have a rose
behind it and the chin that should have rested on a ruff.
When she smiled, the |left corner of her nmouth went up a
little higher than the right; and her smle began in her
eyes and ran down to her lips in two lines of light. He had

dashed past that to reach Lady Urica Crispin!

"But of course you wouldn't renenber ne," she was saying.

"My nane is Viner--Sophy Viner."

Not remenber her? But of course he DIDI He was genui nely



sure of it now "You're Ms. Miurrett's niece," he decl ared.

She shook her head. "No; not even that. Only her reader.”

"Her reader? Do you nmean to say she ever reads?"

M ss Viner enjoyed his wonder. "Dear, no! But | wote
notes, and nmade up the visiting-book, and wal ked the dogs,

and saw bores for her."

Darrow groaned. "That nust have been rather bad!"

"Yes; but nothing like as bad as being her niece."

"That | can well believe. I'mglad to hear," he added,

"that you put it all in the past tense."

She seened to droop a little at the allusion; then she
lifted her chin with a jerk of defiance. "Yes. Al is at
an end between us. We've just parted in tears--but not in

sil ence!"

"Just parted? Do you nean to say you've been there all this

time?"

"Ever since you used to cone there to see Lady U rica? Does

it seemto you so awfully | ong ago?"

The unexpect edness of the thrust--as well as its doubtful
taste--chilled his growi ng enjoynent of her chatter. He had
really been getting to |ike her--had recovered, under the
candi d approval of her eye, his usual sense of being a
personabl e young man, with all the privileges pertaining to

the state, instead of the anonynmous rag of humanity he had



