The Calling of Jeremy

BY FLORENCE WILKINSON

Swanson’s Dam  Camp in the

woods.  The tall shadows and pink
sunheams walked between glistening tree
shafts. The snow was painted warmly
in the forest aisles. The skidding crews
came filing down the steep log roads,
their peveys, musket fashion, over their
shoulders. They picked their way si-
lently in the deep-worn hoof-holes be-
tween stiffened walls of snow knee-high.
As they ncared the camp clearing a
gray moosc-bird, hopping on a tote road,
called to them with jocular familiarity.

The sun set behind a bank of creamy
clouds that seemed to puff forward be-
tween the last black tree trunks on the
forest horizon. As the dusk filled the
wood lanes like a visible exhalation, the
swampers strung along, indifferently en-
tertained by one of Jeremy’s veteran
stories. Then the cream faded to dull
pink, and the last moose-bird gave up
his tricks till sunrise.

Fumes of supper from the cook-room
reached the teamsters in the cattle-shan-
ty as theyv stabled their horses for the
night. After cating, which was brief
and vehemtent, came the genial ecirele of
the dog-room.

“Women,” said Jeremy, “is like chiny-
ware. The showy-lookers ain’t no good
for every-day. Them boarders as sits
on the pinzzy down to the Beaver River
House, all plumed out like peonies, they
puts me in mind of my mother’s figgered
chiny plates. They’d erack if you looked
at ’em, sure.”

“There’s all kinds of women,” said
Old Man Joe, ponderously.

The dog-room felt that his was the
word of wisdom. It assented.

“ Just the same as there 1s of hosses,”
went on the old man, stimulated by ap-
proval.

He had been a famous teamster in his
day.

“You kin never git two alike.
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r'ous creeters, hosses. They’ll pick their
way stiddy down into the mill-dump,
with them logs pitched like the rouf of a
shanty, and then frighten at a Christmuas
card flyin’ up at ’em.  You never kin
tell.”

“1 suppose there has to be women,”
gald Jeremy, tolerantly, as if continuing
Old Man Joe’s train of thought, “but
I was never no hand with em.”

“You hain’t never had a good shot
at ’em.” Eli spoke with compassion.
“You ben’t a married man, and it goes
to follow you don’t know women.”

“No,” said Jeremy, “I ’ain’t never
had no callin’ to be a family man, least-
ways not what you might say was a
callin’.”

Ile gave a non-committal stroke to his
iron-gray whiskers, but the modification
of the statement was not lost on Paul
Lawless, who took the mouth-organ from
his lips to join in the conversation. Ile
was a tall, well-made man, with a notice-
ably small head and a stiff blond mus-
tache.

“We don't know nothing about Jer-
emy’s wife,” he twinkled, “but fer all
that thar mought be a Miz Swinger up

in Canady somewheres. Ile was five
vear with the Canucks, and, b’gosh,

Jeremy ’ain’t allus been the sober bird
he lays out to be now.”

Paul’s little animal blue eyes glanced
mischievously round the room.

“T’ve known sech as claimed not to be
married having women tucked off some-
wheres,” said Jeremy, stretching his
square-cornered mouth to stern contempt,
“but T don’t be one of sech, Paul Law-
less. When the time comes fer me to
acknowledge my wife, so I’ll do, not as
T don’t say now I’ve mo usc for them,
this being the case. God bless me, T
love a woman, if there is cull logs among
them.”

The dog-room relapsed into silence.
The spruce wood crackled and split in
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the stove, and above it, like withered effi-
gies, hung the outspread, helpless mittens
and misshapen coats of the lumbermen.
Outside, the wind howled through the
pine-tree tops.

“1 ’ain’t never had no callin’ as was a
callin’,” repeated Jeremy, half to him-
self, as he filled his pipe.

The dog-room heeded him not, for
upon it had settled the apathetic stupor
that would only be stirred by the in-
spiration of going to bed. The skid-
ding and swamping crews, who had turn-
ed in early, could be heard snoring in
their bunks upstairs.

Paul put the organ to his mouth and
breathed forth a plaintive strain. Jer-
emy’s head was sunk forward, and on his
leather-red face rested an expression of
deep sadness.

Lawless, with little beamy cyes above
his sentimental improvisation, cast up
the number of logs yet to be hauled on
his job. Perhaps there were one or two
thoughts, like annoying flies, easily
brushed away, of a certain little girl up
at St. Timothée.

Then without warning the door of the
shanty was opened, and a peddler, with
a pack-basket on his back, appeared, and
a2 woman, with the snow frozen on her
black hair, and a little face pinched by
the cold to painful red spots. The ped-
dler was a surprise, the woman a sensa-
tion.

The men grected the new-comers with
casual nods and a dry good-evening. A
lack of gush in the mountains implies
no lack of cordiality. A demonstrative
or even talkative welecome would have
been an embarrassment. The peddler
led the way to a bench before the stove,
where he sat down. The woman fol-
lowed, standing a moment in dazed fash-
ion in front of the big roaring fire.

“ Set down,” said the peddler.

The woman obeyed.

“Tt’s nipping out,” remarked Eli.

“So it be,” the peddler assented.

The woman drew off her frozen mit-
tens and pressed her little stiffened hands
together in agony. The change in tem-
perature had blanched her face to a
bluish pallor.

“Roads purty full?” said Jeremy,
keeping his eyes off the woman in sym-
pathetic discomfort.
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“Up to boot-taps,” the peddler replied.
“ Brought a passenger, ye see,” he added,
grinning awkwardly, and expecting an
effusive exchange of sentiment between
the woman and the husband she had
come fo meet.

By the time the peddler had drawn in
the borders of his outward expectation he
perceived with chagrin that something
was wrong. The woman had deceived
him. She had no husband at Swanson’s
Dam.

“Waal, do ve sce him?” he turned to
her with brusque disbelief.

The woman had pushed back the gray
hood from her face, and her wet hair had
curled in tangles around her forehead.
She made a step forward, and then, as she
met the relentless eyes of Paul Tawless,
her hands fell to her side.

“Oh, my God!” she said, in a very
low voice, and Jeremy’s heart mclted in
pity.

She knew Paul would do it, as he
had threatened if she dared follow him.
He would deny her in the face of all that
crowd. Paul would shame her.

The peddler was stung to anger by the
awkward dénouement. He felt as flat as
the perpetrator of an unsuccessful anec-
dote.

Paul Lawless, noting the receipt of his
message in the woman’s eycs, thrust his
hands in his pockets and hummed an air.
Jeremy’s old face had darkened to a
mahogany red. The woman sat limply
by the stove, the passionate hopes of the
long pilgrimage frozen to an icy lump
over her heart. Was it, then, for no-
thing that Paul had kissed her in the
woods of St. Timothée?

“@Got some stuff to sell?”” asked Law-
less, hitching forward toward the peddler.

“Sure I have,” replied the peddler,
washing his hands of the embarrassment
by turning his back on the woman. He
pulled off his boots with brutal direct-
ness. “Picked her up on Jim Hoe’s
tote road,” he remarked to Lawless with
a confidential wink. ¢ Has her reasons
for coming here, T don’t doubt.”

He confided another, wickeder wink to
Lawless. Lawless hemmed an indiffer-
ent assent.

“ Whar’ll she sleep ?” whispered Eli to
Jeremy. “Ain’t it the deuce?”’

But Jeremy did not hear him. Melis-
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sa’s little drooping back made a tight
feeling under his chin. She was so piti-
fully young. FHis “ecallin’” had come to
him, and it was strong. The rough, un-
satisfied longing of many solitary years
leapt forward and found their destiny.
There was never a thought of himself
nor of the lie forced upon him, but only
of the woman he might save. He could
hear already in imagination the scan-
dalous gossip of the camp about this lit-
tle black-eyed creature, unchampioned
and unexplained in the midst of them;
denied, put to shame, by the man who
owed her honor,

“TI'm going to bunk, boys,” remarked
Lawless, with the yawn of one who is
safcly out of a tight place.

As he rose, Melissa rose too, with a
tragic look of unappecased appeal. Then
Jeremy towered out of his barrel chair.
The dog-room felt the approach of a
climax, and was silent.

“ Boys, this be my wife,” Jeremy burst
out.

She turned toward him, a vague hand
uplifted to her forehead. Jeremy ad-
vanced and put a loose arm about her
waist,

“1 be kinder slow about speaking up,
becuz she took me by surprise there for
a few minutes, and we both of us be rath-
er shy before strangers. Come, e
There was a pause where a name should
have been. “ Come, dear.”

They left the room together.

The dog-room waited till their steps
reached the office, which was Jeremy’s
bed-room, separated from the general
sleeping-room by a horse-blanket nailed
across the doorway.

“He lied,” said Old Man Joe, with
judieial slowness. “ That warn’t no wife
of hism. He lied.”

“Who be she, then, and what she’s
doing here? Tl questioned, with glit-
tering eagerness.

“T never seen the beat of her afore,”
0ld Man Joe continued, ¢ coming afoot
these roads in the middle of the winter
from the Lord knows where.”

“And why didn’t she go fer Jeremy
first off 7 asked Eli, “and why didn’t
he speak up fer her ?”

“T never seen the beat of it,”" said the
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old man. “He lied. 1 scen the lie fer-
menting in him afore he opened his
mouth.”

“You cayn’t tell abaout Jeremy,” said
Lawless, biting from a plug of tobacco
with sharp yellow teeth, “Ile’s the
darndest man to hang back.”

Upstairs Jeremy whispered to Melis-
sa: “My name’s Jeremy. What's
yours ¢

“ Melissy.”

“And we've becn married two years.
Your folks wouldn’t hear to the marriage,
and kept you to home till now. T’11 fix it
up in the morning. Don’t you be skeer-
ed. Good-night, dear.”

A little later he appeared at the foot
of the stairs, holding his boots in his
hands. He scented the distrust of his
comrades, and met it doggedly.

“T warn’t expecting her to-day, or I'd
have gone down to Ioe’s with a tote-
sleigh for her. But thet ain’t nothing
to you. She kinder stole a march on me,
don’t you sce.”

No one joined in Jeremy’s laugh,
which rattled in his throat like pease.

“TNIl thank ye kindly to be shy of
waking her when ye turn in to bed,” he
said. “T'm going to sleep down here,
She's clean tuekered out.”

The peddler and the other men ex-
changed looks and crept up stairs.

The lantern against the wall began to
sputter and smell oily. The fire in the
stove had almost burned out. The men
above dropped their boots more gently
than was their wont. Jeremy heard
their low burr of talk, then the thump
of them on their blankets, then speedily
the resonant chorus of satisfied sleep.

He tried to recall the face of the wo-
man asleep in his little bed. Somehow
there had always been a mist before his
sight when he looked at her. ITe re-
membered great eyes in a white oval of
face and a veil of dark hair across the
pillow.

“Tor all the world as purty as a draw-
ing-picture. God help me!” he prayed.

The lantern gasped and went out.
Some trees in the clearing clanked like
iron chains. It had stopped snowing,
and one large star shone in between the
icicles at the window.
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