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    At its heart, A Daily Rate asks how courage, compassion, and steadfast faith can redeem ordinary lives when existence is measured not in luxuries but in small, hard-won increments, in a world of anxious budgets, rented rooms, and the relentless arithmetic of need, inviting readers to consider what endures when every choice carries a cost and every kindness alters the balance.

A Daily Rate by Grace Livingston Hill belongs to the tradition of American inspirational fiction, shaped by domestic realism and a gentle, moral focus. Written in the early decades of the twentieth century, it reflects the social rhythms and economic pressures of its time while aiming for a timeless message. Hill, a prolific author known for faith-centered narratives, situates the story in everyday settings familiar to readers of her era—modest homes, workplaces, and close-knit neighborhoods—where character is revealed through ordinary trials. The novel’s context links it to a period when questions of duty, charity, and practical piety were pressing concerns for many households.

Without divulging its later turns, the premise centers on a conscientious young woman of limited means navigating daily obligations that must be met one coin, one errand, one decision at a time. The narrative observes how small economies, quiet sacrifices, and unheralded acts of service can accumulate into moral momentum. The focus is intimate rather than sweeping: a life made up of work, worry, and moments of grace among acquaintances and near-strangers. Readers encounter a world where kindness is both fragile and transformative, and where the promise of renewal emerges from choices taken under pressure rather than from dramatic escapes.

Hill’s style in this novel is direct, earnest, and designed for accessibility, favoring clarity over ornament and conversation over spectacle. She guides readers through familiar routines—meals, errands, letters, brief visits—and lets tensions build within those ordinary frames. The tone is hopeful, devotional in impulse without becoming abstract, presenting faith as something enacted through patience and neighborly care. The pacing is steady, rewarding close attention to the details of character. Romance, where it appears, supports rather than overtakes the moral core, serving as one thread among others in a tapestry concerned with integrity, responsibility, and the quiet heroism of daily life.

The themes are deeply rooted in service and perseverance: the dignity of work; the ethics of stewardship; the power of hospitality; and the sustaining force of prayer and conscience. A Daily Rate explores how generosity can be cultivated even under constraint, and how community can grow from attentiveness to the needs nearby. It questions what people owe one another in crowded cities and tight budgets, resisting cynicism by foregrounding acts of care that cost something real. In doing so, the book suggests that spiritual convictions are tested not on grand occasions but in the often-invisible exchanges that structure each day.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s concerns feel strikingly current. Economic precarity, housing instability, and the challenge of balancing compassion with self-preservation are hardly relics of another century. A Daily Rate offers a lens for considering how to live ethically when resources are finite and demands are constant. It emphasizes practical kindness—time given, attention paid, burdens shared—as a counterweight to isolation. Readers drawn to questions of vocation, service, and the making of a humane community will find a narrative that affirms endurance without denying hardship, and that proposes hope as a habit cultivated one decision at a time.

Approached as a classic of uplifting fiction, A Daily Rate promises a quiet, reflective reading experience punctuated by moments of moral clarity and gentle suspense. It invites readers to slow down, to notice the stakes hidden in ordinary interactions, and to consider how steadfastness can change the texture of a home, a workplace, or a street. Those who appreciate character-driven stories, historical atmosphere without heavy exposition, and a sincere exploration of faith’s everyday practice will find lasting appeal here. Hill’s novel endures as a graceful meditation on what it means to pay life’s costs with courage, gratitude, and care.
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    A young woman with limited funds arrives in a large city and rents a tiny room in a worn, overcrowded boardinghouse that accepts payment at a daily rate. The arrangement suits her precarious budget while she searches for steady work, but it also highlights the uncertainty she lives with from sunrise to sunset. Observing the shabby halls, strained mealtimes, and brisk, watchful landlady, she resolves to preserve dignity amid privation. Without fanfare, she sets a personal rule to meet each day’s duties as they come. This quiet decision frames the narrative, linking practical necessity with a steady, inward source of courage.

As she settles in, the heroine studies the varied population of the house: students, shopgirls, clerks, and weary elders who pass one another like strangers. The rooms are orderly only by necessity, not care, and the common table is governed by haste rather than hospitality. She begins by transforming her corner of the world, cleaning, mending, and adding small touches of beauty. Her steps are simple—sharing a book, a cup of tea, a flower—yet they carry weight in a place starved for kindness. Living by a daily rate becomes more than an accounting term; it is a rhythm of steady, mindful service.

Work is uncertain at first, and each errand requires careful calculation of time and coin. She secures temporary tasks—copying, clerking, or assisting in a quiet office—and discovers that honesty has costs as well as rewards. Refusing shortcuts, she risks losing opportunities rather than compromise her standards. Meanwhile, friction with the landlady grows as daily payments demand vigilance from both sides. The arrangement leaves little room for delay, and several boarders, pressed by similar constraints, watch her example with interest. The heroine’s practical integrity, guided by a deliberate calm, subtly challenges the house’s habit of resignation to dreariness.

Gradually, better acquaintances form. A tired mother and child find a considerate ally; an older woman discovers company; and a reserved young man, absorbed in professional studies, notices how the heroine’s quiet order spreads beyond her door. Mealtimes shift as conversation replaces curt exchanges. She proposes small improvements—clear windows, a shared kettle, a tidier stair—that cost no one much but lift everyone’s spirits. The landlady, brisk and skeptical, sees only extra work, yet the boarders begin to act like neighbors instead of lodgers. Within this fragile fellowship, the story hints at new possibilities while preserving the precarious balance of daily survival.

Illness tests the house. When a boarder suddenly falls sick, the heroine’s habits of forethought become essential. She gathers what supplies she can, recruits help, and insists on decent care, even as the landlady worries about inconvenience and expense. The reserved student steps forward with practical assistance, revealing a steadiness that complements her resolve. The emergency draws out unlooked-for strengths in others as well, and the boardinghouse, forced into cooperation, begins to see how neighborliness has real, measurable value. Though the crisis subsides, it leaves behind a new pattern of mutual attention and marks a turning point in household expectations.

Another trial follows, less visible but more delicate: a rumor threatens a livelihood and the fragile reputations that mean survival in a crowded city. The heroine listens, checks facts, and shields confidences, offering fairness where suspicion is easy. In choosing truth over convenience, she jeopardizes her standing with some and unsettles the landlady, who disdains entanglements. Yet the boarders, remembering shared burdens, weigh loyalty against gossip. The outcome restores dignity without spectacle, and the heroine learns that daily courage often appears as quiet persistence. This episode deepens respect across the house and clarifies where trust has been earned and where it has not.

A practical emergency follows—part domestic mishap, part external disruption—that requires swift coordination. In the confusion, old habits reassert themselves, but the new spirit of cooperation holds. The landlady, confronted with the cost of neglect, tolerates simple reforms that once seemed impertinent: cleaner halls, fairer rules, and less waste. At the same time, a more stable position opens for the heroine, one that aligns with her principles and restores margin to her budget. The reserved student’s regard becomes more visible, yet the narrative maintains restraint, allowing hope without final declarations. The household emerges sturdier, having proven that careful kindness reshapes ordinary spaces.

Consequences unfold quietly. Debts shrink, tempers cool, and the daily rate, once a symbol of precariousness, becomes evidence of faithful provision one day at a time. The landlady, though still brisk, acknowledges gains that came through patient effort. Former strangers take interest in one another’s welfare, and the boardinghouse grows more like a home. The heroine considers the direction of her future—work, friendships, and perhaps deeper attachment—measuring each choice by the same steady rule that has guided her thus far. The story favors balance over drama, resolving tensions in ways that honor responsibility, respect privacy, and secure a modest, well-earned peace.

The book’s central message is that ordinary faithfulness—expressed in tidy rooms, just dealings, and timely help—can alter the tone of an entire community. Living at a daily rate means receiving and giving in measured steps, without anxiety about what cannot yet be owned. Through modest episodes rather than grand events, the narrative shows how courage, industry, and compassion make scarcity bearable and hope practical. Romance is suggested as a natural outgrowth of shared purpose, not a spectacle. In the end, the boardinghouse is changed less by speeches than by sustained, thoughtful service, and the heroine’s path opens toward a future shaped by the same steady rule.
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    A Daily Rate unfolds in a northeastern American city at the turn of the twentieth century, when boardinghouses and daily lodging rates structured life for clerks, seamstresses, and itinerant workers. The urban landscape included streetcar lines, gas and early electric lighting, and dense blocks of mixed residential and commercial buildings. Tenements, narrow alleys, and shared water sources shaped neighborhood routines and risks. The novel’s focus on a modest house that lets rooms by the day mirrors the precarious finances of wage earners who could not commit to monthly rent. It evokes a Mid‑Atlantic setting resembling Philadelphia, where religious charities, missions, and reform clubs animated local public life.

Rapid urbanization is a central historical backdrop. By 1900, the United States counted roughly 40 percent of its population in urban places of 2,500 or more, a rise tracked in the 1890 and 1900 federal censuses. Public attention to slum conditions surged after Jacob Riis published How the Other Half Lives in 1890, and New York’s Tenement House Act of 1901 set influential standards for light, ventilation, and sanitation. In Philadelphia, W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Philadelphia Negro (1899) mapped overcrowding, wages, and housing block by block. The novel’s boardinghouse economy, with its daily rate and fragile margins, dramatizes the very urban crowding and impermanence that reformers sought to measure and regulate.

The settlement house and organized charity movements reshaped city neighborhoods in precisely this era. Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr opened Hull House in Chicago in 1889; Lillian Wald founded the Henry Street Settlement in New York in 1893, combining nursing with social work. Charity Organization Societies proliferated from the 1870s, coordinating relief to discourage pauperism, while the YWCA in the United States (established in 1858) offered boarding, classes, and moral oversight for working women. Protestant deaconess and city mission efforts expanded hospital, rescue, and kitchen services. Grace Livingston Hill, writing from Pennsylvania and steeped in Protestant networks, embeds these reform impulses as plot catalysts: the heroine’s housekeeping, visiting, and practical charity echo settlement ideals of uplift through cleanliness, order, and neighborly care.

The temperance campaign formed one of the era’s most powerful social movements. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, founded in 1874 in Cleveland and led nationally by Frances Willard from 1879 to 1898, linked sobriety to domestic well‑being and civic reform. The Anti‑Saloon League, organized in Ohio in 1893 under leaders such as Wayne Wheeler, drove local option laws and later national prohibition, culminating in the Eighteenth Amendment and the Volstead Act in 1919. Urban saloons were criticized as wage sinks that fostered debt, violence, and exploitation. In the novel, the daily rent and fragile household budgets underscore temperance arguments: any drinking threatens food, heat, and rent, and reformed habits offer immediate, measurable relief to vulnerable boarders.

Mass immigration between 1880 and 1924 remade eastern cities. Ellis Island opened in 1892, and arrivals peaked in 1907 at over 1.2 million newcomers, many from Italy, the Russian Empire, and Austro‑Hungary. Ethnic enclaves formed with distinctive churches, kosher shops, mutual aid societies, and fraternal lodges. Reformers debated Americanization, while Congress tightened immigration rules in 1903 and 1907. Boardinghouses near depots and factory districts often mixed native‑born migrants with newcomers who worked irregular hours. The novel’s attention to shared kitchens, shifting tenants, and fragile language bridges mirrors this churn, and its ethic of neighborly assistance reflects contemporary settlement practices for easing newcomers into urban routines and moral expectations.

Women’s wage work expanded sharply in these decades. Around 1900, more than 5 million women were in the paid labor force in the United States, with rapid growth in clerical, retail, and light manufacturing. Commercial schools trained stenographers for Remington and Smith Premier typewriters, while department stores and telephone exchanges recruited young women at modest wages. Protective labor jurisprudence emerged in Muller v. Oregon (1908), which upheld maximum‑hour laws for women after Louis Brandeis’s social‑science brief. Organizations such as the National Women’s Trade Union League (founded 1903) pressed for better conditions. The novel’s daily‑rate lodging, rigid budgets, and emphasis on safe domestic space capture the economic stakes and moral hazards facing single working women in the city.

Labor conflict and the cost of living formed another decisive context. The Anthracite Coal Strike of 1902 in northeastern Pennsylvania pitted the United Mine Workers led by John Mitchell against mine operators. President Theodore Roosevelt brokered a settlement through a commission in October 1902 that granted a 10 percent wage increase and a shorter workday, yet coal shortages and higher prices strained urban households in the winter of 1902–1903. Earlier clashes such as the 1894 Pullman Strike revealed the volatility of industrial relations. The novel’s frugality, winter hardships, and close attention to heat, food, and rent mirror how wage disputes and fuel costs translated directly into daily anxieties for boarders and small householders.

As social critique, the book exposes the thin line between respectability and destitution in the Progressive Era city. By tracking a house that charges by the day, it indicts precarious labor markets, exploitative landlords, and gaps in municipal sanitation and relief. Its temperance thread attacks the saloon’s drain on wages and the violence that followed, while its charitable praxis challenges cold‑bureaucratic approaches to poverty. The boardinghouse becomes a microcosm where class divides, immigrant integration, and women’s safety are negotiated through work, cleanliness, and mutual aid. Without slogans, it presses for reforms that make virtue practicable: fair wages, decent housing, responsible policing of vice, and dignified, neighborly care.
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The world would not have looked quite so dreary to her perhaps, if it had not been her birthday. Somehow one persists in expecting something unusual to happen on a birthday, no matter how many times one has had nothing but disappointment.

Not that Celia Murray was really expecting anything, even a letter, on this birthday, though she did stand shivering in the half light of the dim, forlorn front room that served as a parlor for Mrs. Morris’ boarding-house, watching for the postman to reach their door. She did it merely because she wished to be near, to get the letter at once,—provided there was a letter,—and not that she really hoped for one.

It was Saturday evening, and the close of a half holiday in the store in which she usually stood all day long as saleswoman. The unusual half day off was on account of some parade in the city. Celia had not spent her afternoon at the parade. Instead, she had been in her small, cold, back bedroom on the third story, attending to various worn garments which needed mending. They had been spread out on the bed in a row, and she had gone steadily down the line putting a few stitches here, a button there, and setting in a patch in another, counting every minute of daylight hoping to finish her work before it faded, for the gas in her room was dim, the burner being old and worn out. She tried to be cheerful over the work. She called it her “dress parade[1].” She knew it was the best way in which to accomplish as much as she wished to do.

And now it was six o’clock, and she had turned down the wretched, flickering light in her room and descended to the parlor to watch for the postman.

He was late to-night, probably on account of the parade. She leaned her forehead against the cold glass and looked out into the misty darkness. Everything was murky and smoky. The passers-by seemed tired and in a hurry. Some had their collars turned up. She wondered where they were all going, and whether there were pleasant homes awaiting them. She let her imagination picture the homes of some. There was a young working man hurrying along with breezy step and swinging dinner pail. He had not been to the parade. His parade was at home awaiting his coming,—a laughing baby, a tidy wife, and the house redolent of fried onions and sausage. She had passed houses often at night where these odors were streaming forth from quickly opened and closed doors. The young man would like it; it would be pleasant to him. And the thought brought no less cheer to the watching girl because to her this supper would not be in the least appetizing.

There passed by a strong Old German, a day laborer perhaps. She pictured the table full of noisy children of various ages, and the abundance of sauerkraut and cheese and coffee and other viands set out. Then came a stream of girls, some clerks like herself, and some mill girls. On other evenings they would present a different appearance, but many of them to-night were in holiday attire on account of the half-holiday which had been generally given throughout the city. These girls, some of them, had homes of more or less attractiveness, and others, like herself, were domiciled in boarding-houses. She sat down on one of the hard haircloth chairs and looked around that parlor. In the dimness of the turned down gas, it appeared more forlorn than usual. The ingrain carpet had long ago lost any claims to respectability. It had a dragged out, sodden appearance, and in places there were unmistakable holes. These, it is true, had been twisted and turned about so as to come mostly under the tables and sofa, but they were generally visible to the casual observer. The parlor suite of haircloth, by reason of being much sat upon, had lost the spring of youth, and several of the chairs and one end of the sofa looked like fallen cake. There was an asthmatic cabinet organ at the end of the room which had been left by some departing boarder, (under compulsion) in lieu of his board. There were a few worn pieces of music scattered upon it. Celia knew that the piece now open on the top was that choice selection “The Cat Came Back,” which was a great favorite with a young railroad brakeman who had a metallic tenor voice and good lungs. He was one of the boarders and considered quite a singer in the house. There was a feeble attempt at the aesthetic in the form of a red, bedraggled chenille portiere at the doorway, bordered with large pink cabbage roses. The mantel had a worn plush scarf embroidered in a style quite out of date and ugly in the extreme. On it stood a large glass case of wax flowers, several cheap vases, and a match safe. Over it hung a crayon portrait of the landlady’s departed husband, and another of herself adorned the opposite wall, both done in staring crayon work from tin types of ancient date, heavily and cheaply framed. These with a marriage certificate of the clasped-hand-and-orange-wreath order, framed in gilt, made up the adornments of the room.

Celia sighed as she looked about and took it all in once more. It was a dreary place. She had been in it but a week. Would she ever get used to it? She did not curl her lip in scorn as many other girls would have done over that room and its furnishings. Neither did she feel that utter distaste that is akin to hatred. Instead was a kind of pity in her heart for it all, and for the poor lonely creatures who had no other place to call home. Where there is such pity, there is sometimes love not far away.[1q] She even rose, went to the doorway and looped the loose, discouraged folds of the chenille curtain in more graceful fashion. Somehow her fingers could not help doing so much toward making that room different.

Then she sighed and went to the window again. She could see the belated postman now across the street. She watched him as he flitted back and forth, ringing this bell and that, and searching in the great leather bag for papers or packages. His breath showed white against the dark greyish-blue of the misty evening air. His grey uniform seemed to be a part of the mist. The yellow glare of the street-lamp touched the gilt buttons and made a bright spot of the letters on his cap as he paused a moment to study an address before coming to their door.

Celia opened the door before he had time to ring and took the letters from his hand. There were not many. The boarders in that house had not many correspondents. She stepped into the parlor once more, and turned up the gas now for a moment to see if there were any for herself. Strange to say, there were two, rather thin and unpromising it is true, but they gave a little touch of the unusual to the dull day. She noticed that one bore a familiar postmark and was in her aunt’s handwriting. The other held the city mark and seemed to be from some firm of lawyers. She did not feel much curiosity concerning it. It was probably some circular. It did not look in the least interesting. She pushed them both quickly into her pocket as the front door opened letting in several noisy boarders. She did not wish to read her letters in public. They would keep till after supper. The bell was already ringing. It would not be worthwhile to go upstairs before she went to the dining-room. Experience taught her that the supper was at its very worst the minute after the bell rang. If one waited one must take the consequences, and “the consequences” were not desirable. The meals in that house were not too tempting at any time. Not that she cared much for her supper, she was too weary, but one must eat to live, and so she went to the dining-room.

Out there the gas was turned to its highest. The coarse tablecloth was none of the cleanest. In fact, it reminded one of former breakfasts and dinners. The thick white dishes bore marks of hard usage. They were nicked and cracked. There were plates of heavy, sour-looking bread at either end of the table. The butter looked mussy and uninviting. The inevitable, scanty supply of prunes stood before the plate of the young German clerk, who was already in his chair helping himself to a liberal dish. The clerk was fond of prunes, and always got to the table before anyone else. Some of the others good-naturedly called him selfish, and frequently passed meaningful remarks veiled in thin jokes concerning this habit of his; but if he understood he kept the matter to himself, and was apparently not thin-skinned.

There was a stew for dinner that night. Celia dreaded stews since the night of her arrival when she had found a long curly hair on her plate in the gravy. There were such possibilities of utility in a stew. It was brought on in little thick white dishes, doled out in exact portions. There were great green fat pickles, suggesting copper in their pickling and there was a plate of cheese and another of crackers. A girl brought each one a small spoonful of canned corn, but it was cold and scarcely cooked at all, and the kernels were large and whole. Celia having tasted it, pushed her dish back and did not touch it again. On the side table was a row of plates each containing a slim, thin piece of pale-crusted pie, its interior being dark and of an undefined character. Celia tried to eat. The dishes were not all clean. Her spoon had a sticky handle and so had her fork. The silver was all worn off the blade of her knife, and she could not help thinking that perhaps it was done by being constantly used to convey food to the mouth of the brakeman with the tenor voice.

One by one the boarders drifted in. It was surprising how quickly they gathered after that bell rang. They knew what they had to depend upon in the way of bread and butter, and it was first come first served. Little Miss Burns sat across the table from Celia. She was thin and nervous and laughed a good deal in an excited way, as if everything were unusually funny, and she were in a constant state of embarrassing apology. There were tired little lines around her eyes, and her mouth still wore a baby droop, though she was well along in years. Celia noticed that she drank only a cup of tea and nibbled a cracker. She did not look well. It was plain the dinner was no more appetizing to her than to the young girl who had so recently come there to board. She ought to have some delicate thin slices of nicely browned toast and a cup of tea with real cream in it, and a fresh egg poached just right, or a tiny cup of good strong beef bouillon, Celia said to herself. She amused herself by thinking how she would like to slip out in the kitchen and get them for her, only—and she almost smiled at the thought—she would hardly find the necessary articles with which to make all that out in the Morris kitchen.

Next to Miss Burns sat two young girls, clerks in a three-cent store. They carried a good deal of would-be style, and wore many bright rings on their grimy fingers, whose nails were never cleaned nor cut apparently—except by their teeth. These girls were rather pretty in a coarse way, and laughed and talked a good deal in loud tones with the tenor brakeman, whose name was Bob Yates, and with the other young men boarders. These young men were respectively a clerk in a department store, a student in the University, and a young teacher in the public schools. Celia noticed that neither the student nor the school-teacher ate heartily, and that the young dry goods salesman had a hollow cough. How nice it would be if they all could have a good dinner just for once, soup and roast beef, and good bread and vegetables, with a delicious old-fashioned apple dumpling smoking hot, such as her aunt Hannah could make. How she would enjoy giving it to them all. How she would like to eat some of it herself! She sighed as she pushed back her plate with a good half of the stew yet untouched, and felt that it was impossible to eat another mouthful of that. The she felt ashamed to think she cared so much for mere eating, and tried to talk pleasantly to the little old lady beside her, who occupied a small dismal room on the third floor and seemed to stay in it most of the time. Celia had not yet found out her occupation nor her standing in society, but she noticed that she trembled when she tried to cut her meat, and she was shabbily clothed in rusty black that looked as if it had served its time out several times over.

Mrs. Morris came into the dining-room when the pie was being served. She was large and worried-looking, and wore a soiled calico wrapper without a collar. Her hair had not been combed since morning and some locks had escaped in her neck and on her forehead and added to her generally dejected appearance. She sat down heavily and wearily at the head of the table, and added her spiritless voice to the conversation. She asked them all how they enjoyed the parade and declared it would have been enough parade for her if she could have “set down for a couple of hours.” Then she sighed and drank a cup of tea from her saucer, holding the saucer on the palm of her hand.

It all looked hopelessly dreary to Celia. And here she expected to spend the home part of her life for several years at least, or if not here, yet in some place equally destitute of anything which constitutes a home.

Except for her brief conversation with the old lady on her right, and a few words to Miss Burns, she had spoken to no one during the meal, and as soon as she had excused herself from the pie and folded her napkin, she slipped upstairs to her room, for the thought of the two letters in her pocket seemed more inviting than the pie. She turned the gas to its highest though it did screech, that she might see to read her letters, and then she drew them forth. Her aunt Hannah’s came first. She tore the envelope. Only one sheet and not much written thereon. Aunt Hannah was well, but very busy, for Nettie’s children were all down with whooping cough and the baby had been quite sick, poor little thing, and she had no time to write. Hiram, Nettie’s husband, too, had been ill and laid up for a week, so aunt Hannah had been nursing night and day. She enclosed a little bookmark to remember Celia’s birthday. She wished she could send her something nice, but times were hard and Celia knew she had no money, so she must take it out in love.

Hiram’s sickness and the doctor’s bills made things close for Nettie or she would have remembered the birthday, too, perhaps. Aunt Hannah felt that it was hard to have to be a burden on Nettie, now when the children were young and she and Hiram needed every cent he could earn, but what else could she do? She sent her love to her dear girl, however, and wanted her to read the verse on the little ribbon enclosed and perhaps it would do her good. She hoped Celia had a nice comfortable “homey” place to board and would write soon.

That was all. The white ribbon bookmark was of satin and bore these words:

“His allowance was a continual allowance . . . a daily rate. 2 Kings xxv.30,” and beneath in small letters:



“Charge not thyself with the weight of a year,

Child of the Master, faithful and dear,

Choose not the cross for the coming week,

For that is more than he bids thee seek.

Bend not thine arms for to-morrow’s load,

Thou mayest leave that to thy gracious God,

Daily, only he says to thee,

‘Take up thy cross and follow me.’”
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Celia read the words over mechanically. She was not thinking so much of what they said, as she was of what her aunt had written, or rather of what she had not written, and what could be read between the lines, by means of her knowledge of that aunt and her surroundings. In other words Celia Murray was doing exactly what the words on the white ribbon told her not to do. She was charging herself “with the weight of a year.” She had picked up the cross of the coming months and was bending under it already.

Her trouble was aunt Hannah[2]. Oh, if she could but do something for her. She knew very well that that little sentence about being a burden on Nettie meant more than aunt Hannah would have her know. She knew that aunt Hannah would never feel herself a burden on her niece Nettie,—for whom she had slaved half her life, and was still slaving, unless something had been said or done to make her feel so; and Celia, who never had liked her cousin-in-law, Hiram, at any time, for more reasons than mere prejudice, knew pretty well who it was that had made good, faithful, untiring aunt Hannah feel that she was a burden.

Celia’s eyes flashed, and she caught her hands in each other in a quick convulsive grasp. “Oh, ill could but do something to get aunt Hannah out of that and have her with me!” she exclaimed aloud. “But here am I with six dollars and a half a week; paying out four and a quarter for this miserable hole they call a home; my clothes wearing out just as fast as they can, and a possibility hanging over me that I may not suit and may be discharged at any time. How can I ever get ahead enough to do anything!”

She sat there thinking over her life and aunt Hannah’s. Her own mother and Nettie’s mother had died within a year of each other. They were both aunt Hannah’s sisters. Mr. Murray did not long survive his wife, and Celia had gone to live with her cousins who were being mothered by aunt Hannah, then a young, strong, sweet woman. Her uncle, Mr. Harmon, had been a hardworking, silent man who supplied the wants of his family as well as he could, but that had not always been luxuriously, for he had never been a successful man. The children had grown fast and required many things. There were five of his own and Celia, who had shared with the rest,—though never really getting her share, because of her readiness to give up and the others’ readiness to take what she gave up. Somehow the Harmon children had a streak of selfishness in them, and they always seemed willing that aunt Hannah and Celia should take a back seat whenever anyone had to do so, which was nearly all the time. Celia never resented this for herself, even in her heart; but for aunt Hannah she often did so. That faithful woman spent the best years of her life, doing for her sister’s children as if they had been her own, and yet without the honor of being their mother, and feeling that the home was her own. She had never married, she was simply aunt Hannah, an excellent housekeeper, and the best substitute for a mother one could imagine. As the children grew up they brought all their burdens to aunt Hannah to bear, and when there were more than she could conveniently carry, they would broadly hint that it was Celia’s place to help her, for Celia was the outsider, the dependent, the moneyless one. It had fallen to her lot to tend the babies till they grew from being tended into boys, and then to follow after and pick up the things they left in disorder in their wake. It was she who altered the girls’ dresses to suit the style, and fashioned dainty hats from odds and ends, turning and pressing them over to make them as good as new for some special occasion. And then when it came her turn, it was she who had to stay at home, because she had nothing to wear, and no time to make it over, and nothing left to make over, because she had given it all to the others.

Then had come the day—not so many weeks ago: Celia remembered it as vividly as though it had happened but yesterday; she had gone over the details so many times they were burned upon her brain. And yet, how long the time really had been and how many changes had conic! The boy came up from the office with a scared face to say that something had happened to Mr. Harmon, and then they had brought him home and the family all too soon learned that there was no use in trying to resuscitate him,—all hope had been over before he was taken from the office. Heart failure[3], they said! And instantly following upon this had come that other phrase, “financial failure,” and soon the orphans found they were penniless. This was not so bad for the orphans, for they were fully grown and the girls were both married. The three boys all had good positions and could support themselves. But what of aunt Hannah and Celia? Nettie and Hiram had taken aunt Hannah into their family, ill-disguising the fact that she was asked because of the help she could give in bringing up and caring for the children, but Celia had understood from the first that there was no place for her.

She had been given a good education with the others, that is, a common school course followed by a couple of years in the High School. She had her two hands and her brights wits and nothing else. A neighbor had offered to use her influence with a friend of a friend of a partner in a city store, and the result was her position. She had learned since she came that it was a good one as such things went. She had regular hours for meals and occasional holidays, and her work was not heavy. She felt that she ought to be thankful. She had accepted it, of course, there was nothing else to be done, but she had looked at aunt Hannah with a heavy heart and she knew aunt Hannah felt it as keenly. They had been very close to each other, these two, who had been separated from the others, in a sense, and had burdens to bear. Perhaps their sense of loneliness in the world had made them cling the more to each other. Celia would have liked to be able to say “Aunt Hannah, come with me. I can take care of you now.[2q] You have cared for me all my life, now I will give you a home and rest.” Ah! if that could have been! Celia drew her breath quickly, and the tears came between the closed lids. She knew if she once allowed the tears full sway, they would not stay till they had swept all before them, and left her in no fit state to appear before those dreadful, inquisitive boarders, or perhaps even to sell ribbons in Dobson and Co.’s on Monday. No, she must not give way. She would read that other letter and take her mind from these things, for certain it was that she could do nothing more now than she had done, except to write aunt Hannah a cheering letter, which she could not do unless she grew cheerful herself.

So she opened the other letter.

It was from Rawley and Brown, a firm of lawyers on Fifth Street, desiring to know if she was Celia Murray,daughter of Henry Dean Murray of so forth and so on, and if she was, would she please either write or call upon them at her earliest possible convenience, producing such evidences of her identity as she possessed.

The girl laughed as she read it over again. “The idea!” she said, talking aloud to herself again as she had grown into the habit of doing since she was alone, just to feel as

if she were talking to someone. “If they want to identify me, let them do so. I’m not asking anything of them. If I’m I, prove it! How very funny! What for, I wonder? There can’t be a fortune, I know, for father didn’t have a cent. I’m sure I’ve had that drummed into my head enough by Nettie, and even uncle Joseph took pains to tell me that occasionally. Well, it is mysterious.”

She got up and began to walk about the room singing to herself the old nursery rhyme:


“If it be me, as I suppose it be,

I’ve a little dog at home and he’ll know me;

If it be I, he’ll wag his little tail,

And if it be not I, he’ll bark, and he’ll wail.”


“Dear me!” said Celia, “I’m worse off than the poor old woman who fell asleep on the king’s highway. I haven’t even a little dog at home who’ll know me.” She sighed and sat down, picking up the white ribbon that had fallen to the floor. Then she read it over again carefully.

“How like aunt Hannah that sounds!” she said to herself, as she read the poem slowly over, ‘Child of the Master, faithful and dear.’ I can hear aunt Hannah saying that to me. She was always one to hunt out beautiful things and say them to me as if they had been written all for my poor self. If aunt Hannah had ever had time, I believe she would have been a poet. She has it in her. How entirely I have been doing just exactly what this poem says I must not do: choosing my cross for the coming week. Yes, and bending my arm for to-morrow’s load. I have been thinking what a dreary Sunday I should have, and wondering how I could endure it all day long in this ugly, cold room. And I won’t stay down in that mean parlor and listen to their horrible singing. It wouldn’t be right anyway, for they have not the slightest idea of Sabbath keeping. Last Sunday was one hurrah all day long. I wonder what that verse at the top is—‘His allowance was a continual allowance.’ I declare I don’t remember to have ever read it before. But trust aunt Hannah to ferret out the unusual verses. I must look it up. Second Kings: who was it about, anyway? The twenty-fifth chapter. Oh! here it is!” She read:

“And it came to pass in the seven and thirtieth year of the captivity of Jehoiachin king of Judah, in the twelfth month, on the seven and twentieth day of the month, that Evil-merodach king of Babylon in the year that he began to reign did lift up the head of Jehoiachin king of Judah out of prison;

And he spake kindly to him, and set his throne above the throne of the kings that were with him in Babylon;

And changed his prison garments: and he did eat bread continually before him all the days of his lip.

And his allowance was a continual allowance given him of the king, a daily rate for every day, all the days of his life.”

Celia paused and read the verses over again.

She began to see why her aunt had sent it to her, and more than that why her heavenly Father had sent it to her. It was the same thought that was in the bit of a poem. God was taking care of her. He was a king and he was able to lift her head up out of prison, if this was a prison, and set her even on a throne, and change her prison garments, and more than that give her an allowance of grace to meet all the daily needs of her life. A continual allowance: she need never worry lest it should give out. It was “all the days of her life.” And aunt Hannah was his also. He would care for her in the same way. There was nothing to be done but to trust and do what he gave her to do. Perhaps it was unusually hard for her to do that. She had always been so accustomed to looking ahead and bearing burdens for others and planning for them. She recognized her fault and resolved to think more about it. Meantime, obviously the next duty for her to perform, and one by no means a cross, was for her to write a long cheery letter to aunt Hannah, who she could easily see was homesick for her already, though it was but a week since they had been separated. She gathered together her writing materials, drew her chair a little nearer the poor light, put on her heavy outdoor coat, for the room was chilly, though it was only the latter part of October, and began to write; thinking meanwhile that she could perhaps make a pleasant Sabbath afternoon for herself out of the study of Jehoiachin, who was so much a stranger to her that she had hardly remembered there was such a person spoken of in the Bible.

The letter she wrote was long and cheerful. It abounded in pen pictures of the places and things she had seen, and it contained descriptions in detail of the different boarders. She tried not to tell the disagreeable things, for she knew aunt Hannah would be quick to understand how hard it all was for her to bear, and she would not lay a feather’s burden upon those dear hard-worked shoulders. So she detailed merry conversations, and made light of the poor fare, saying she had a very good and a very cheap place they all told her and she guessed they were’ right.

She also drew upon her imagination and described the dear little home she was going to make for aunt Hannah to come and rest in and spend her later years, and she told her she was going to begin right away to save up for it. She made it all so real that the tears came to her eyes for very longing for it, and one dropped down on the paper and blotted a word. She hastily wiped it out, and then took a fresh page, for aunt Hannah’s eyes were keen. She would be quick to know what made that blot. She paused a minute with her pen in air ere she closed the letter. Should she, or should she not tell aunt Hannah of that letter from the lawyers? No, she would not until she saw whether it came to anything, and if so, what. It might only worry her aunt. There were worries enough at Hiram’s without her putting any more in the way. So she finished her letter, sealed and addressed it, and then ran down to put it in the box.

As she returned from her errand into the misty outdoor world, and closed the door behind her shivering, glad she did not have to go out any more, she met the tall, lanky cook in untidy work dress and unkempt hair. Celia noticed instantly that it was curly hair and black, like the one she found in the stew the night she came. She was passing on upstairs but the cook put out her hand and stopped her.

“Say,” she said in familiar tones, “I wish you’d jes’ step into Mis’ Morris’ room and stay a spell. She’s took dreadful sick this evenin’, and I’ve been with her off an’on most all the time, an’ I’ve got pies yet to bake for tomorrow, an’ I can’t spend no more time up there now. She ought to have someone, an’ the rest seems all to be gone out ’cept that or lady up there, an’ she’s gone to bed by this time, I reckon.” Celia could do nothing but consent to go, of course, though
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