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GRACE AYTON:
OR, THE YOUNG WIFE'S TRIALS.
Herbert was out one day when tivo men called.
They were rough-looking meu, l'am!lmr and up-
couth in their mapners, and asked insclently for
One of them pulled out a paper that
llad an ominous look in it, even to the servant-
maid, and began reading the bheading. Grace
came, down stairs.  * What is it 7 sle smd won-
ringly- .
de‘ S?)l?:')', \nisses—must do our duty --little mat-
ter left unsettled—master promised to pay, and
hasp’t—very $0Try, missis 5 but must put an exe-

the misses.

cution in)
s Ap execution ¥’ Grace started at the word.

¢ Tt was so sudden ;,could they not wait uati! Mr.
e home ?

Ay’i‘(;:;;:;aughed-lhe grim bailiff laugh. ¢ ?Vh),

bless ye, Mr. Ayfon made no tifference. They

wanted his sticks, not himself.?

Grace, whose only ideas of an execution were
inextricably involved with prisons and dungeon-
cells, had much ado to keep up. her courage.—
At least you will wait,’ she said, ‘until 1 can
send for Mr. Ayton? Ido not understand these
things, and it has taken we by surprise.’

They pulled out their watches, and consulted
together 3 and finally agreed to give her two
hours® delay, that she might send for her husband.

Grace thanked them courteously, and gave them
an extravagant sum for beer ; they spent it in gin
instead. She then called the servant, und sent
ber to the office ; and of Mr. Ayton was not the:,'e,
to Mr. Smith’s, and Mr. Lawson’, and Miss
Merriman’s ; to Mr. This, the actor, and T'hat,
the musician ; and to all his favorite haunts, so
far as she knew them. She wrote the names and
addresses on one of her own cards, and burried
the girl off w a cab.
' e'lzghe minutes fletv fike wild fire. One hour
passed in the apparent space of a quarter; the
balf of the second climed, when the servant came
back, bringing no tidings of Herbert. She had
found traces of him at several places, but bad
finally lost sight of Lim at Miss Merriman’s. He
had been there in the morning, and bad gone out
with a large party in carriages, but a0 one knew
where. They were a large party, and had gone
out in three carriages, she saud, down somewhere
into the country for the day.

For 2 moment, Grace was overwhelmed, para-
lyzed, stricken, heart-wrung. Sbe felt deserted
by all the world, and insufficient for her trial.—
'The servants were more ignorant than herself,
and with even more superstition about the matter.
They could not therefore help her ; unless indeed
{he sight of their ungoverned terror, by calling
up ber pride and self-command from the force of
contrast, might be called an indirect ad.

« Missis, time’s up, said one of the men, bawl-
ing down the kitchen stairs, She had gone down
as the girl came through the area. )

¢ Can you not wait until te-morrow ¥ she acked,
coming up.

¢Impossible, missis ; we've stayed too long al-
ready; grumbled the men; aond they began to

talk with each ether in an under tone.

¢Jt must be done, ‘at last said the one who
seemed to have the management of the affair.—
‘Pm very sorry, musis; but duty’s duty, and

must be done by them as is paid for it. Ifere,
Jem, call a cal, and let’s be done with the job.’

* What will you do? sad Grace. She was
now trembling much.

“Pake afew slicks away, missis; the bill’s
only a matter of fitteen pound, and wer need'n’t
take & vast deal. You’d better ‘go up stairs,
ma’am, out of the way of the door; you look
cold, und wmaybe the draught will make you
worse.

There. was a rough kindliness in the man’s man-
ter that destroyed all Grace's stoicism. She
thought nothing of the men-—nothing ot the knot
of idlers gathering round the door, as the dining-
room lurniture was being carried out te a cab—
she cared nothing for her digmty or ladylike com-
posure; but, covering her face in her hands, with
all its chestnut curls drooping over her fingers,
she burst into such tears of speechless desolation
and’ childish terror, that even the bailifis were
moved, and did their best, in therr uncouth way,
to comfart her.

Telling her between whiles to be of good heart,
and not to take on so badly, the men went on re-
moving the furniture ; joking with the mob out-
side ; thrusting into and upon the cab, chairs, and
lamp, and clock, and sota, and the dear old furni-
ture brought from the country home ; consoling
Grace as they passed, and carrymg on the work
of demolition with business speed and alacrity.—
Al Jast all was Jone ; the dining-room was com-
pletely stripped ; the hall lamp was taken as well ;
and the hall chairs of carved oak, which Grace
had bunted up in Wardour street, were first han-
dled, then consulted over, and finally heaved into
the second cab chartered for this  melancholy
work. And then the men, with fresh- demands
for drink, took their departure, leaving Grace in
the deserted dining-room the most miserable crea-
ture uader that beamiog summer sun. .
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"T'his would pot do ; this prostration  was not
the way by winch to gather strength for the great
trial of life ; this weakness was not the appointed
mode of bearing up against disaster. She must
control herself—get patience, nerve, and trust,
and go up to her God for consolation and support.
She went into her own room, and flung herse!f on
her knees by her baby’s eot ; and long prayers of
passionate pleading for comfort went up through
the stiliness of ber rifled home, as symphonies of
hioly music in the service of the dead. And an-
gels came down from the Mercy-seat above, and
bent over her lavingly, recerving her as their
sister, and carrying up her prayers, like the hght
of the morning sun borne upward by the wiite
clouds.

Herbecl returned Jate. He came in the most
delightful spirits. e had passed a most delight-
ful day down at Cluselhurst, with a party of
friends all life aad spirit, and had never felt on
such good terms with himself, or so charmed with
Ins lot in ltfe.  The blank look of the hall struck
him, but he did not stop to consider what it was
that was so unfamiliar. Always glad ta return
aome to his beautiful wife, though too easily lured
away from ler, he bounded joyously up stairs,
calling her nwne in that quick, clear accent, and
coupling it with precious words of fondest love,
which always showed that he was happy.

Grace came out to meet him. Though she
smiled, and beld out her arms as of old, a strange
atmosphere was round her, wintch Herbert could
not choose but see.

¢ In the name of Heaven ! my Grace, what has
bappened ?—swhat have you heard 7—swhere is the
boy ?’

¢ Don’t tremble so, Herbert dear.
quite well. Not much has gone wrong.!

¢« Not much, Grace 7—what!—how!
my darling! my bran is on fire ?

¢ Herbert, how wild youlook! Come into the
drawing-room, and sit down. lodeed, it is not
much, dear/ 'That bill you owe the livery-sta-
bles’ man—dont yod know? It 1sfor fifteen
pounds, and the man sent for it to-day. At
least, he sent two men, who— ! She besi-
tated.

¢ Who were insolent to you, Grace?' cried
Herbert, passionately clenching bis fist.

¢ No, dear, quite the coatrary ; they were very
civil, and only did their duty. But they were
bailiffs, and took away the dining-room furni-
ture, which they said was letting you off very
easily.’

¢ Grace, an execution in my house I eried Her-
bert, in a tone of agony.

¢ Yes, dear. I could not prevent it. I seat
ta several places for you, but you were not to be
found ; ang as T bad no wmoney in the house, I
was obliged to let the things go; for what could
Ido?

Herbert felt something-rise in'lis throat that
choked him. The picture of his patient, girlish
Grace left all alone to encounter such horrible
degradation and sorrow, while he had been away
in the wmidst of the most intoxicating gaiety, rose
up vividly before bum. Ile saw her terror and
her shame j he counted the agonized tears in her
downcast eyes, and heard her melancholy vaice
pleading for wercy and delay ; while he who
ouglt to have been her protector had deserted
his post, and given to pleasure what belonged to
virtue and love.

¢ And it was for tius I brought my Grace away
from her quiet home " be cried, in a tone of de-
spair, strawming ber to his breast. ¢O Grace,
what a rcillain 1houghtlessness has made me ! how
folly has deepened into vice, and vice gone near
ta blacken into crime ¥

Something overcame hun ; 1t might be the sud-
den transition from the day’s excitement to such
blank desolation. He could not bold up his head,
but, kissing bis wife's chestout curl, she felt the
hot tears stream down her throat like rain. All
her love welled up afresh at the sound of those
stifled sobs; all her woman’s tenderness, and
mercy, and sweet forgiveness of wrong; all her
vew-born strength aud maternal courage. With
arme pressing him ta her, with a sad fonduess that
weot to Flerbert’s very heart, she spoke high
words that sank hke gentle ram on the dry sand.
There way a power m them he could not with-
stand : for with all his faults he was as impression-
able for good as for evid. Iis error was his
want of constancy in keeping, not hts obtuseness
in receivmng, virtuous counsel, e kissed her
hands with a reverential love that teemed to honor
the worshipper as well as the worshipped, and
made wany and solemn promises for the {uture—
which he’iept for a time—-living the quiet, or-
derly, sober hite fitting to his profession and
estate, and giving Grace a hlessed shelter from
the waste ol her melancholy, wherein she might
say with truth that she was happy.

Those quiet evenings, how peaceful and haly
they were ! Grace looked forward to them with
an ardor of expectation more intease lhan any
happiness which she had-yet known -ia her mar-
ried life ; and under their influence she grew more
beautiful—Herbert more noble—every day. But
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they lasted only for a moment. The old spells
were woven round that fickle heart again; the
old way of hife, which had been abandoned, was
entered on with fresh vigor ; the dropped ac-
quamtances were renewed, the former habits re-
adopted ; and Grace had once mare to mourn
solitude a busband who possessed every charm
but the one of constancy to duty, and of trutl to
Ins nobler seff. |

Baby had been [retful all day, and Grace was
tired. She went to bed early, leaving the door
on the latch as usual, and lights and supper pre-
pared for Herbert. He never came home, be
the hour what it might, without finding all sorts
of little fuxuries for him, which Grace always
took care of herself, decking the table with flow-
ers, and placing a favorite book by the side of
the plate, as it was one of his pleasures to read
at meals.

It was a clear, still autaion night; the young
moon was i her first quarter, and the stars were
out 1n myriads. It was such a pight as ealls us
back to the religion of our childhood, and seems
to lift the soul nearer to Heaven. It wassucha
night as softens down the asperitics of the world,
and calms the spirit troubled with much serving
in the courts of men. Tiven in the crowded city
it spoke of good things to come, and of peace
beyond the (everish temple of humanity ; seeming
to call men, with angels’ voices, from the ranks
of Mammon to the service of God,

Grace stood by the window, and sighed as she
prayed for such influence as this oo her busband ;
but sighs break no spelis, and Herbert still sat in
the room of tipsy mirth, and talked {oud boisterous
talk, and drank glass after glass of the rare old
wines, all the same as if no starry sky preached
eternal sermons to mankind, and sifted good from
evil in their measures, -

At last Herbert found himself at lis own home,
but in a state of iutosication so helpless and pain-
ful that Grace felt debased to be obliged o see
him thus. She did her best for lwn though, at-
tending to lim and helping him; and at last' he
reeled into bed, where he was soon in the sound
bestial sleep of a drunken man. Grace drew
ber child's cot from the side of the bed with a
shudder. Her baby should not breathe the same
air which her busband's fiery breath polluted, —
She placed herself between the cradle and the
bed, and sat—in nothing but her mght-dress — till
the clock siruck two ; and then she fell asleep,
sitting where she was.

Something woke her; a cry, a noise, a strange
sensation, an oppressive smell. She started up,
bewildered at first, and unable to define anything
that snrrounded her ; and then a loud knocking
was heard at the door, and the terrible cry of—
¢ Fire I" was raised through that sleeping street.
She rushed to the window, and threw 1t up to
look out. A broad glare of light was imme-
diately below her, streaming from their house and
reddening the deep sky.

The policeman, who had been trying to rouse
the sleeping household for some time, shouted to
her as she looked out, telling ber to lase no time,
tbat the house was all alight, the lower rooms
blazing, and that (hey must escape while they
might.

The mother’s first thought was far her child.
She snatched 1t from ils cot, and then opened the
door 1a call for belp for Herbert, as he was inca-
pable of action himself; but the flames burst in-
ward from the staircase, and filled the whole place
with smoke and sparks. She closed it, half suf-
focated, and endeavored to rouse her hushand.—
In vain; the sleeping man ouly groaned. Oace
he opened lus eyes, and swore a sullen oath ; but
his senses were closed for all rational under-
standing.

¢ Fire ! cried Grace, ber voice ringing through
the room.

Thal terrible word startied even the drunkard.
1Te made a clumsy atlempt to rise, and -at last
succeeded.

¢ Fire I—fire 7
where is it ?

¢ Here—upon us !’ said Grace, with frightful
calmness, pointing (o the door.

Part of the panel had caught, and small flames
pierced through the openings by the hinges and
the floor, while the loud crackling outside told of
a worse enemy lurking behind. The sight se-
bered Herbert to knowledge, if not to power.—
The floor was getting bot; the boards imme-
diately by the bed were beginning to give way.
Deatt, hopeless and agonizing, awaited them if
they hngered here wuch longer, and yet there
seemed lo be ‘mo way of escape. Grace went
again 1o the window, and [ooked out. The street
was alive with people gathered, though m the
dead of the mght, thick as swarming bees. They
crowded in dense masses as fer as the eye could
reach; ond pale faces looked out from the win-
dows of the houses opposite, the hght of the
bucawg falling clear and sharp on every feature.

¢ Make baste; or you are lost,’ came up the cry
from the street. S - .

¢ Is there a fire-escape ?* asked Grace..

A moment’s pause,and then a deep- ¢ No!'

he sad. ¢I see no fire—
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sounded hke a funeral knell from the thousands
standing there. Alas! alas! to be within the
sight and sound of so many fellow-creatures—to
be but a few feet parted—and yet to perish for
lack of aid.

" The bedroom door was now one mass of flame,
the fire reaching its long tongues for some dis-
tance into the room. T{erbert had sunk on the
floor in drunken dismay, and his' groans mingled
painfully with the roaring of the flames.

‘ You must come with me,’ sud Grace, gomng
to him, and speaking very calmly and distinctly.

' With you, Grace 7—te death > sobbed the
unhappy man, shrinking from her.

¢ No, Herbert, to safety. Come, we must
lose no time.

He rose at her bidding, though mechanically,
and followed Ler to the window. She had tied
the child round her, slung at her hack io a large
woollen shawl ; but, excepting tins, neither she
nor her hushand wore any other clathing but the
ordinary night-dress. Sbe stepped on the win-
dow sill, then dropped down nbout two feet. She
was holding Herbert’s hand. ¢ Come,’ she said,
¢ come with me.’

¢ Grace, you are mad !’ he shricked, seewg
where she stood. It wasa narrew wall-orna-
ment about a foot wide, slanting outwards, and
ruoning across the house, as is often seen in Ton-
don houses below the second floor windows.

*We can do it, Herbert, dear P she said.—
‘ Come—come { have faith in we, and courage.
Come !’

But he struggled with her, and endeavored to
force her back ; and only by wonderful courage
and strength was the girl enabled to resist him,
and hold lier perilous footing. The crowded
street was hushed, as if the band of death had
passed over 1t. Not a breath, not a murmur, not
the faintest whisper. 'The mnass of upturned faces
looked ghastly in the Haming hight, as if a crowd
of watching spectres bad gathered there.

The flames were flashing nearer ; the floor was
hot to the foot. Should he stay where he was,
death could not be fought off longer; the peril-
ous way chosen by lns wife at least held a chance
of escape. Like one in a dream—safer because
of his blunted senses— Herbert got out on to the
wall-band, bolding his wife’s liaed as she slowly
led the way.

The crowd below swayed and moved, but still
all was silent.  Ouly one voice said, in a low
whisper, heard through that awed stillness as dis-
tinctly as a trumpet would have been hLeard,
¢God be with them? That smail low whisper
shot the strength of a blessing in the heart of the
young wife ; it was like the voice of an angel
sounding.

Slowly, pafully, their bare feet clasping the
slanting band, and their hands agawmst the wall
steadying their frightful foothold, the two went
on until they came to the window of the next
house. It was shut, and the house deserted ;
the people had lett it at the beginning of the fire.
Grxce was foremost, and must open that window.
It was fastened within by a hasp, and she could
not stir it. She dashed ber band through the
glass, and undid the hasp.  She threw it open,
and entered with ber husband, Ob, thea the
shout that burst from the swarming crowd /—
Never, to therr dying day, would Herbert or
Grace forget it. It was as-one large sob fram
an oppressed heart—a sudden relief from mad-
dened anxiety. It claimed all who watched and
they who strove in one band of brotherhuod by
sympathy, and greeted that escape from death as
brothers only could greet. Grace felt her heart
swell with gratitude for thewr sympathy, which
seemed to remind her that they bad not lost their
all while earth held a humaa beart that could
love or pity its kind.

And yet they had lost very nearly their all.—
The bouse was unwsured. Ferbert hiad been
going to msure ever since they married, but it
had pever been done yet ; and now the fire had
settled the question for all parties. Their furni-
ture, books, treasures, wardrobes—all were now
a heap of charred rubbish; only each other and
their precious youngling left. Herbert gave
way to despair. He had a terrible recollection
brought back on bhun with all the definiténess of
a daguerreotgpe, of having left the caudle, which
he had lighted al the lamp, among a mass of
papers and linen on tbe drawing room table. " He
had made a fire in the grate in his drunken,
clumsy way ; he remembered the merry blaze as
it roared up the chimney, and he remembered
seeing some sparks dancing like stars before him
as be staggered aut of the room. But be never
confessed this to Grace, but bore about in silence
the consciousness that he himself had beenthe
sole cause of all this ruin. He had no.need to
confess it ; Grace koew. all, keeping ber know-
ledge also in silence, lest its participation should,
grieve her husband, . .. e

This ; was the first’ seeret that bad sprung up!
between them. 1t was a strange feeling-on .both
sides, that a truth was knowan, yot uncommunicat-i
ed. With Grace, as-the motive of ‘her conceal-|

T T e e
leading her simply to greater tenderness, and a
grave, sweet - melancholy, that did not saddep so
much as it sanctified. With Herbert it was far
otherwise. , Ashamed, sorrowed, disgusted at
their dingy apartments and with the poverty of
their arrangements — unable to front 'iqll' the
misery he had called up, he flung himself mto the
vortex of vice, with despair row added to weak-
ness,and gave himself up to grery species of dis-
sipation he could gatber round hun, And of a
lower character than anything he bud before in-
dulged 10 ; losing gradually the acquamtance of
his better frieads, while retuining that of men on-
worthy i every way to be classed among his as-
sociates ; exchanging the sparkling poetry of the
champagne-feast for the course debavehery of the
gin-palace ; fallmg lower, learning baser lessons
than ever, and losing all that be hadi of good and
beaurifut. v -

T the midst of all this the old partoer died.
He had long been fading and unable to attend
actively to the office; and Herbert’s idléness
and indolence completed the ruin of a first-rate
conuection—to avert which riin be hadl heen‘ex.
pressly taken into partnerstip.  However, all
that had been fost as yet might easily be regain-
ed, for Herbert was a good man of business in all
that regarded prompluess of action, and a keen
perception of weak pomls ; and was personully
beluved also—a great thiog even in a legal office.
And at firsty as so many times before, Herbert
applied-bimself to work mnnfully,mennmg honest-
Iy though acting foolishly,’ and failing before he
had well begun the initiaf chapter of bis unwrit-
ten work of reformatiqn. Failing utterly —sink-
ing lower —more reckless us be was more poor—
at last he was obliged to abandon’ even the dingy
rooms he had® bired, for cheaper lodgings i a
worse ‘neighborhood. Two small dirty rodrms,
for ull purposes of household living, were ' the
latest transition,  LHow rapid, yet how, inexorable
bad been that transition.  First, the cleao, fresh
coualry collize, emhowered in roses and ivy, for
ker bright giclhood ; next, the pretty Lioudon
house, with its haudsome stone facade aad.ele-
gaut furviture, in the beautiful dawning of her
married Jife ; thes the dull rooins, still w a:de-
cent neighborhod ; and now these small, stifling,
unwholesome , deas, with vile associalions’ . all
about, vile sights and sounds and swmells, in a
horrid neighborhood crowded: with all inparity,
and baunted by the lowest of the duteast popula-
tion—such as these wilnessed the wnding of "that
bright marriage-day, the closing of the pated
prowmise of the past. g

Yet not a word of ‘murmuring or impatieace
ever crossed Grace’s lips.  She bore all these
pawful conditions bravely. like the heroine she
was—received him with ber old smile whenever
he chose to catch it from her eyes, and - hef ten-
der kiss whenever be cared to gather it from her
fip; which was but seldom, now. Oaly once
Herbert saw her falter, when he abruptly re-
marked that the child looked ill, and asked what
was the matter with him. - o

‘He has been drooping ‘Fo’t'som’e"'lime,’ said
Grace quietly. c : :

‘ And you never told me, Grace 7' ke asked,
with much bitterness, oo

‘ No, love. You could do no good ; besides,
be may recover. Then why should [ give you
needless sorrow 7' - S g

Herbert said no more, and. did “nof  agaia ne-
tice the pining looks of the hitle one, scarcely
ever caressing it, and slaying al- homeas little as
possible ; though Grace tried hard, by every wo-

man’s art and wifely tenderness, to 'make his
squalid home ‘pleasant to tim. She had éven
ticed a pano aut of the proceeds of certain
neediework done in the long day-light, and she
wonld sing to bim -all his faverile songs -<the
sougs he loved so much when they were only
losers; and she never faled in her supply of
fresh Howers; and never suflered the worst side of
their misery Lo be uppérmost, But-gentle lures
failed, like ros§ baits thrown out to s wandering
kite; and bigh-souled words fell ‘dead on the
dulled beart thst beard them ; her manfu! en-
deavors passed unnoticed ; her angel’s prayers
died away unseswered ; Herbert Bung off ali the
sweet ties that love and ‘virtue ‘wove for thiem,
and bound himself belplessly within the giant'net
of degradation and of evil. From moraing to

| night be was away from his wife — desertivg

business as welf as affection—leaving Grace''en-
tirely alone and in uiter ignorance of bis life, ex- -
cepting what his baggard face anil bloodshot eyes
revealed ; aud’ these told sad tales of; sufficient
misery, - - - L

. The baby began ‘to pme more and moré.—
From u fine  beautiful 'boy, ‘such asall young
wivey dreari'of and expectant mothers pray: for,
it dwindled to a- pale weakhog, emaciated.and
‘fretful, with nothing but'its big blue<eyesfeft of

{all its former beauty. Dy, by day;' slowly sik-

ang like 2 Bower, at whose.root a worm is busy—
ying now :belpless "on. her. .arm, with .its feeble -
‘breath :futtering :round its hips asithe spring zir
-about’a’ dead bird-<scdrce ableto raise ‘its' tiny.

ment was most wortby, so was the effect noblest,

hand or open its glassing eyes, the baby at ‘last .




