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MESSENGERS AT
THE WINDOW

By
HENRY VAN DYKE

ILLUSTRATED BY FRANK E. SCHOONOVER

HE lighthouse on
the Isle of the Wise
Virgin—formerly
called the Isle of

Birds—still looks out over
the blue waters of the Gulf
of St. Lawrence; its white
tower motionless through the
day, like a sea-gull sleeping
on the rock; its great yellow
eye wide-open and winking,
winking stcadily once a min-
ute, all through the night.
And the birds visit the
island—not in great flocks
as formerly, but still plenty
of them—long-winged water-
birds in the summer, and in
the spring and fall
winged landbirds y
their migrations- the grand-
children and great-grand-chil-
dren, no doubt, of the same
flying families that used to
come there fifty y 120, in
the days when Nataline Fortin
was “The Keeper of the
Light.” And she herself, that
brave girl who said that the
light was her “law of God,”
and who kept it, though it
nearly broke her heart—Natal-
inc is still guardian of the
island and its flashing beacon
of safety.

Not in her own person, you
understand, for her dark curly

s were closed,
S e her father
in the little graveyard behind
the chapel at Decad Men's
Point. But her spirit still in-
habits the island and keeps the AU last it came Joose in his hand
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light. The son whom
she bore to Marcel
Thibault was called
Baptiste, after her
father, and he is now
the lighthouse-keepe:
and her granddaugh-
ter, Nataline, is her
living image; a brown
darling of a girl, merry
and fearless, who plays
the fife bravely all
along the march of
life.

It is good to have
some dutics in the
world which do not
change, and some
spirits who meet them
with a proud cheer-
fulness, and some
familics who pass on
the duty and the cheer
from generation to
generation—aristo-
crats, first familics,
the best blood.

Nataline the second
was bustling about the Kitchen of the light-
house, humming a little ~one, as I sat there
with my friend Baptiste. ~nugly sheltered
from the night fury of the lirst September
storm. The sticks of spruce-wood snapped
and crackled in the range: the kettle purred

soft accompaniment 1o the girl’s low voice;
the wind and the rain beat against the sea-
ward window. I was glad that I had given
up the trout fishing, and left my camp on
the Ste. Marguérite-en-bas, and come to pass
a couple of days with the Thibaults at the
lighthouse.

Suddenly there was a quick blow on the
window behind me, as if someone had thrown
a ball of wet seaweed or sand against it. [
leaped to my feet and turned quickly, but
saw nothing in the darkness.

“It is a bird, m'sieu’,” said Baptiste, ““only
alittle bird. The light draws them, and then
it blinds them.  Most of them I]\ g

the big lantern above. But now “and then
one comes to this window. In the morning
sometimes after a big storm we Ilml a hun-
dred dead ones around the tow

“But, oh,” cried Nataline, ** the pity of it!
T can’t get over the pity of it. The poor
little one ~how it must be deceived —to seck
light and to find death!  Let me go out and
fook for it.  Perhaps it is not dead.”

She came back in a minute, the raindrops

il el

vou.

knotted

L rephied gravely,
1

AGAZINE
shining on her cheeks
and in her hair. In
the hollow of her firm
hands she held =
feathery brown little
body, limp and warm
We examined it care
fully. It was stunned,
but not killed, and
apparently neither leg
nor wing was broken
“It is a whitc-

throat sparrow,” 1
said to Nataline, “ you
know the tiny bird
that sings all day in
the bushes, sweet-
sweet-Canada, Canadc,
Canada?”™

“But yes!” she
cried, “he is the dear-
est of them all. He
seems to spenk to you,
—to say, ‘be hapl
We call him the ros-
signol. Perhaps if we
take care of him, he
will get well, and be
able to fly to-morrow—and to sing again.

So we made a nest in a box for the little
creature, which breathed lightly, and cov-
cred him over with a cloth so that he should
not fly about and hurt himself. Then Nata-
line went singing up to bed, for she must
rise at two in the moming to take her watch
with the light. Baptiste and I our
chairs up to the range, and lit our pipes for

a good talk.

“Those small birds, m'sicu,” he begen,
puffing slowly at his pipe, “you think, with-
out doubt, that it is all an affair of chance,
the way they come—that it means nothing—
that il serves no purpose for them to
die?”

Certain words in an old book, about a
sparrow falling to the ground, came into my
mind, and I answered him carefully, hoping,
perhaps, that he might be led on into one of
those mystical legends which still
among the exile:d children of Brittany in the
new world.

“From our \Ide, my friend, it lool:s

d from the birds' side,

certainly, like a \u' bad chance. But
we do not know all. Prrths there is some
ning or purpose beyond us. Who can

aying down

¢
1 mll tell you,” he replied gravely, laying
down his pipe, and leaning forward with his




He laid the hand across the guawale of the boat, and. taking up the ane that lay beside him, with a
single blow he chopped the little finger from the hand

knotted hands on his knees.  “I will tell you
that those little birds are sometimes the
messengers of God. They can bring a word
or a warning from Him." That is what we
Bretons have believed for many centuries at
home in France. Why should it not be true
here?  Is He-not here also? Those birds are
God's coureurs des bois. They do His crrands.
Would you like to hear a thing that hap-
pened in this house?”

This is what he told me: and of course he
did not tell it in-that broken English which
scores of the writers of Canadian stories al-
ways make their peoplc use, but in that quaint

rustic old French which still lingers in the
province of Quebec.

My father, Marcel Thibault, was an honest
man, strong in the heart, strong in the arms,
but, in the conscience,—well, he had his little
weaknesses, like the rest of us. You see his
father, the old Marcel, lived in the days
when there was no lighthouse here, and
wrecking was the chief trade of this coast.

It is a cruel trade, m’sicu’—to, live by the
misfortune of others. No one can be really
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happy wiio lives by such a trade as that. But
my father—he was born under that influ-
ence; and all the time he was a boy he heard
always people talking of what the sea might
bring to them, clothes and furniture, and all
kinds of precious things—and never a thought
of what the sea might take away from the
other people who were shipwrecked and
drowned. So what wonder is it that my
father grew up with weak places and holes in
his conscience?

But my mother, Nataline Fortin—ah,
m’siew’, she was a straight soul, for sure-—
clean white, like a wild swan! I suppose she
was not a saint. She was too fond of singing
and dancing for that. But she was a good
woman, and nothing could make her happy
that came from the misery of another person.
Her idea of goodness was like this light in
the lantern above us—something faithful and
steady that warns people away from ship-
wreck and danger.

Well, it happened one day, about thi:
time forty-eight years apo, just before I was
ready to be born, my father had to go up to
the village of La T'rinité on a matter of busi-
ness. He was coming back in his boat at
evening, with his sail up, and perfectly easy
in his mind—though it was after sunsct—be-
cause he knew that my mother was entirely

capable of kindling the light and taking care
of it in his absence.

The wind was moder-
He had passed the

denly he felt his Imt strike against something
in the shadow.

He knew it could not be a rock.  There was
no hardness, no grating sound. He supposed
it might be a trce floating in the water. But
when he looked over the side of the boat, he
saw it was the body of a dead man.

The face was bloated and blue,
man had been drowned for some da;
clothing was fine, showing that he must have
been a person of quality: but it was dis-
arranged and torn, as if he had passed
through a struggle to his death. The hands,
puffed and shapeless, floated on the water,
as if to balance the body. They seemed
almost to move in an cfiort to keep the body
afloat. And on the little finger of the left
hand there was a great ring of gold with a
red stone st in it, like a live coal of fire.

When my father saw this ring a passion of
coveteousness leaped upon him.

“It is a thing of price,” he said, *‘and the
sea has brought it to me for the heritage of my

N

So he luffed the boat, and reached out witi
his oar, and pulled the body near to him, and
took the cold, stiff hand into his own. Hc
tugged at the ring, but it would not come efl
The finger was swollen and hard, and ne
effort that he could make served to dislodge
the ring.

Then my father grew angry, becausc the
dead man seemed to withhold from him the
bounty of the sea. He laid the hand across
the gunwale of the boat, and, taking up the
axe that lay beside him, with a single blow
he chopped the little finger from the hand.

The body of the dead man swung
from the boat, turned on its side, lifting its
crippled left hand into the air, and sank be-
ncath the water. My father laid the finger
with the ring upon it under the thwart, and
iled on, wishing that the boat would go
faster. But the wind was light, and before he
came to the island it was already dark, and
a white creeping fog, very thin and full of
moonlight, was spread over the sea like
shroud.

As he went up the path to the house he was
trying to pull off the ring. At last it came
loose in his hand; and the red stone was a~
bright as a big star on the edge of the sky, and
the gold was heavy in his palm. So he hid
the ring in his vest.

But the finger he dropped in a cluster
blueberry bushes not far from the patk.
And he came into the house with a load of
joy and trouble on his soul; for he knew that
it is wicked to maim the dead, but he thought
also of the value of the ring.

14
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My mother Nataline was able to tell when
people’s souls had changed; without needing
to wait for them to speak. So she knew that
something great had happened to my father.
and the first word she said when she brought
him his supper was this.

“How did it happen?”

“What has happened?” said he, a little
surprised, and putting down his head over
his cup of tea to hide his face.

“Well,” she said in her joking way, *that
is just what you haven’t told me, so how can
I tell you? But it was something very bad
or very good, I know. Now which was it?”

“It was good,” said he, reaching out his
hand to cut a piece from thc loaf, “it was as
od: as bread.”

Il by land,” said she, *

n

or was it by

unborn child.  What good is a ring to a dead s

man? But for my baby it will be a fortune.”™

sitting at the table just opposite
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that window, so that
he looked straight
into it as he lifted hi<
head to answer her.

“ It was by sca,” he
said smiling, “a true
treasure of the deep.”

Just then there
came a sharp stroke
and a splash on the
window, and something struggled and scrab-
bled there against the darkness. He saw a
hand with the little finger cut off spread out
ag:unst the pane.

“My God,” he cried, ** what is that?™

But my molher, when she turned, saw only
a splotch of wet on the outside of the glass.

“Itis only a bird,” she said, ** one of God's
messengers. What are you afraid of> I will
go out and get it.

She came back with a cedar-bird in her
hand—one of those brown birds that we call
recollets because they look like a monk with a
hood. Her face was very grave.

““‘Look,” she cried, “it is a recollel. He is
only shocked a little. Look, he flutters his
wings, we will let him go—like that! But
he was sent to this house because there
u somethmg here to be confessed. What

is it?"

By this time my father was disturbed, and
the trouble was getting on top of the joy in
his soul. So he pulled the ring out of his
vest and laid it on the table under the lamp.
The gold glittered. and the stone sparkled,
and he saw that her cyes grew large as she
looked at it.

“See,” he said, “this is the good fortune
that the waves brought me on the way home

from La Trinité. It is a heritage for our baby
that is coming.”
“The waves!” she cried, \hrmlmg back a

little.
thing like that? ink

“It was Hoating,” he answered, ng
about in his mind (or a ;,(uxl lie: l was
floating—about two miles this side of the
Point du Caribou—it was floating on a picce
of—"

hnng a heavy

At that moment there was another blow on
the window, and somcthing pounded and
scratched against the glass.  Both of them
were looking this time, and again my father
saw the hand without the little finger—but
my mother could sce only a blur and a
movement.

He was terrified, and fell on his knees
praying. She trembled a little, but stood
over him brave and stern.

WINDOW:

BY HNENRY VAN DYKL 6:9

“What is it that
you have seen,” said

she: “tell me, what
has

made you

swered, ve
h.md on the \\lndo\\ )

A hand!’" she
cried, “then there
must be sonie one \\amng outside. You must
go and let hlm :

“Not L whispered he, “I dare rot.”

Then she looked at him hard, and waited
a minute. She opened the door, out.
trembled again, crossed the threshold, and
returned with the body of a blackbird.

*Look,” she cried, “another messenger of
God—his heart is beating a little. I will put
him here where it is warm—perhaps he will
get well again.  But this messenger is black,—-
there is a curse coming upon this ho
Confess.  What is this abeut hands?™

So he was moved and terrified to open his
secret half-way.

“On the rocks this side of the point,” he
stammered, “as I was sailing very slowly —
there was something white—the arm and
hand of 2 man—this ring on one of the fingers
—w] was the man?—drowned and lost—
what did he want of the ring?—it was easy
to pull it—"

As he said this, there was a crash at the
window. The broken pane tinkled upon the
floor. In the opening they both saw, for a
moment, a hand with the little finger cut off
and the blood dripping from it.

But when it faded, my mother Nataline
went to the window, and there on the floor,
in a little red pool, she found the body of a
dead crossbill, all torn and wounded by the
glass through which it had crashed.

She took it up and fondled it. Then she
gave a great sigh, and went to my father
Marcel and kneeled beside him.

(You understand, m s he who
narrated all this to me. he never
should forget a word or a look of it until he
1—and perhaps not even then.

o she kneeled beside him | put one
hand over his shoulder, the dead crossbill in
the other.

“Marcel,” she said, thou and I love each
other so much that we must always go to-
gether—-whether to heaven or to hell—and
very soon our little baby is to be horn.
thou keep a secret from me now? Look, this
is the last messenger at the window—the
blessed bird whose bill is twisted because he




tried to pull out the nail from the S:
hand on the cross, and whose fe

upon them.
he brings us, if we repent.
whole of the sin.”

At this the heart of my father Marcel was
melted within him, as a block of ice is melted
when it floats into the warmer sea, and he
told her all that he had done.

“It is an evil thing, Marcel,” she said, “a
Itis

It is a message of pardon that

Come, tell the

great wickedness that thou hast done.
660

not good to meddle with the dead. If the
ring had lain upon the shore,—but thou
hast maimed and robbed a stranger when
he could not resist thee. Who knows for
what reason of love or faith he held fast
to his ring? When we stand before God,
darest thou meet this man with the wounded
and?”’

She stood up and took the ring from the
table with the ends of her fingers, as if she did
not like to touch it.

“Where hast thou put it,” she asked,"the



tinger ol the hand from which this thingwis
;tolen
~It is among the bushes,”
heslde the path to the landin,
*'Fhou canst find it,” said she, “as we go
to the boat, for the moon is shining and the
night is still. Then thou shalt put the ring
where it belongs, and we will row to the
place where the hand is—dost thou remem-
ber it?”
So they did as she ded. The sea

he answered,

oor

ring glittering upon it, over the edge of the
boat, he groaned. But the water received the
jewel in silence, with smooth ripples, and
circle of llfhl spread away from it under the
moon, and my mother Nataline smiled like
one who is well content.

ow," she said, “* we have done what the
niessengers at the window told us. We have
given back what the poor man wanted. God
is not angry with us now. But I am very

was very quiet and the moon was full. They
rowed together until they came about two
miles from the Point du Caribou, at a place
which Marcel remembeud because there was
4 broken cliff on the shore

he dropped the ﬁnger with the great

me home q\ncLIy, for I think my
time is near at hand.”

The next day, just before sunset, was the
day of my birth. My mother Nataline told
me, when I was a little boy, that I was born
to good fortune. And, you see, m'siev’, it
was true, for [ am the keeper of her light.



