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    In A Daily Rate, Grace Livingston Hill locates the drama of redemption not in grand gestures but in the modest commerce of everyday shelter—the price of a night’s lodging—where courage, conscience, and compassion are tested by small choices, constrained budgets, and the quiet negotiations of shared space, and where the worth of a life is reckoned less in coins than in steadfast kindness, principled labor, and a determined effort to shape comfort and justice out of scant means as doors close against the cold, thresholds are crossed with hesitation or hope, and the simplest acts become turning points.

A Daily Rate is an early twentieth-century American inspirational novel by Grace Livingston Hill, a prolific writer of faith-focused domestic fiction. Set within the pressures of city life and the economics of rooms let at a daily price, it belongs to a tradition that blends realistic household detail with a gentle, uplifting romantic current. First appearing during a moment when readers sought stories that married ethical reflection with accessible entertainment, the book uses familiar urban spaces and recognizable routines as its stage. Without grand historical spectacle, it relies on intimate interiors, workplace rhythms, and neighborhood encounters to frame questions of character and choice.

At the novel’s outset, a young woman confronts the bracing arithmetic of survival, securing modest lodgings and steady work while shouldering obligations that leave little room for error. Into this narrow corridor of possibility come fellow residents, employers, and passersby whose needs and tempers reveal a community loosely held together by circumstance. Hill’s narration is straightforward and warm, favoring clear description over ornament, with occasional flashes of humor and a steady moral gaze. Scenes of meals, errands, and repairs accumulate into a portrait of perseverance, while a restrained thread of romance brightens the narrative without overwhelming its practical and ethical concerns.

One of the book’s abiding themes is the sanctity of ordinary duty: budgeting, cleaning, negotiating, and caring become avenues for courage and compassion. Hill explores how ethical choices made under pressure—paying fairly, telling the truth, protecting the vulnerable—forge character more surely than grand declarations. The novel values hospitality not as decoration but as justice practiced at the table and in the hallway, where small courtesies enlarge the common good. It also contemplates the stewardship of time and money, suggesting that frugality can be both freedom and discipline, and that integrity sustains dignity even when circumstances remain modest or uncertain.

Readers will notice how the story maps female agency within finely drawn limits: wages must stretch, reputations matter, and safety depends on prudent judgment as much as on goodwill. Without preaching, Hill affirms the dignity of paid and unpaid labor, tracing how unseen tasks hold a household—and a neighborhood—together. The urban setting highlights class pressures and the sometimes uneasy proximity of strangers who share walls but not assumptions. In that closeness, the narrative considers boundaries, self-respect, and the courage to speak or to keep silent. The resulting moral questions feel intimate rather than abstract, rooted in schedules, stairwells, and pay envelopes.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s concerns are strikingly current: the strain of rent, the precarity of employment, the challenge of building trust in transient communities, and the search for meaning in repetitive work. Hill’s insistence that neighborliness is a practice, not a feeling, resonates amid modern mobility and isolation. The book models quiet forms of reform—tidying a hallway, sharing a meal, refusing a dishonest bargain—that accumulate into cultural change at a scale within reach. Its faith emphasis is gentle but integral, inviting reflection on how convictions shape habits, and how habits, in turn, shape neighborhoods and futures, one ordinary day at a time.

Approach A Daily Rate expecting a quietly absorbing narrative rather than spectacle, an emphasis on character over plot twist, and a measured pace that rewards attentive reading. The language reflects its time but remains clear, and the emotional register favors comfort, resolve, and hope. Readers who appreciate domestic detail, ethical reflection, and a trace of romance will find an inviting companion here. Above all, the novel offers a vision of everyday life as a site of moral agency, suggesting that stability and joy can be crafted from limited means, and that the right choice, repeated daily, becomes a life rebuilt.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Grace Livingston Hill’s A Daily Rate, an early twentieth-century work of inspirational fiction, centers on a young woman of modest means who enters a dreary city boardinghouse and decides to remain because she recognizes how much its residents need steadier care. The title underscores the book’s guiding idea: life’s burdens are met one day at a time, with practical diligence and quiet faith. The narrative opens in cramped rooms where small economies, strained tempers, and social precarity set the tone. The protagonist’s first choices—tidying disorder, sharing competence, and extending courtesy—establish a pattern of service that frames the story’s moral and emotional arc.

Hill gradually maps the boardinghouse’s society: clerks and seamstresses counting coins, older residents clinging to routines, and newcomers seeking footholds. A hard-pressed proprietor enforces rules and fees with inconsistent rigor, keeping the atmosphere tense. Observing how loneliness and distrust compound material lack, the protagonist adopts unassuming remedies—improving meals, organizing chores, and mediating disputes. Early successes are fragile; kindness is misread, motives questioned, and small missteps magnified. Yet the story keeps attention on the everyday—how shared tables and repaired lamps become occasions for dignity—so readers see community form, not by proclamation, but by repeated, tangible acts.

As her steady influence grows, the book foregrounds the ethics of housekeeping as social work. Budgets are balanced with ingenuity rather than abundance; cleanliness becomes a sign of respect; privacy is honored even in crowded quarters. Hill uses these domestic victories to explore deeper questions: What does fair dealing look like among people living close to the edge? How can rules protect without dehumanizing? Devotional habits appear not as grand gestures but as rhythms that preserve perspective. The protagonist’s practical theology—meeting each task as it comes—models a way to endure drudgery without bitterness and to counter indifference with attentiveness.

Conflicts sharpen when outside pressures cross the threshold. Debts, job insecurity, and reputational risks intrude, threatening the fragile equilibrium of the house. The heroine must navigate tensions between compassion for those in arrears and responsibility to keep the doors open. Negotiations with suppliers and the proprietor test her resolve and fairness. Meanwhile, among the residents, compromised choices and muffled ambitions surface. Hill situates these personal dilemmas within broader urban constraints, showing how narrow margins can distort judgment. The boardinghouse becomes a stage where integrity, necessity, and pride contend, and where the protagonist learns to pair conviction with tact.

A sequence of setbacks brings matters to a head, forcing cooperation among people who have little in common beyond shared walls. Illness and sudden shortages strain tempers and resources, while rumors and misunderstandings threaten to undo months of careful work. The protagonist discovers the limits of solitary effort and opens space for others to contribute according to their strengths. Hill keeps the emphasis on incremental change—schedules adjusted, duties redistributed, expectations clarified—so that progress reads as plausible rather than miraculous. Even small reconciliations carry weight, hinting that sustained goodwill can outlast emergency and reset the household’s culture.

Personal relationships deepen in the wake of trial. Respect grows where suspicion once thrived, and tentative alliances begin to stabilize the daily routine. Without resolving every attachment, the novel traces how shared burdens refine character and expose pretenses. Practical reforms—clear accounts, cleaner rooms, saner mealtimes—become moral commitments. Hill threads a quiet hope through these developments, suggesting that honest work and patient listening can redeem even unpromising spaces. If a romantic current flows beneath the surface, it remains understated, secondary to the restoration of trust and the establishment of a home where gratitude and accountability can coexist.

By the close, A Daily Rate affirms the cumulative power of ordinary choices, portraying reform as a habit rather than a single triumph. Hill’s portrait of boardinghouse life extends beyond period detail to a broader meditation on community: how people can be sustained by fairness, steadiness, and faith sufficient for the day at hand. The novel’s restraint with outcomes preserves its gentle suspense while highlighting its central question—what kind of person one becomes when necessities press in. Its enduring resonance lies in the argument that social renewal often begins at the most modest scale, where attention and integrity change both rooms and hearts.
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    A Daily Rate, an early twentieth-century novel by American author Grace Livingston Hill (1865–1947), unfolds against the backdrop of the Progressive Era, when U.S. cities were expanding rapidly. Hill’s fiction commonly situates everyday moral choices within familiar institutions such as churches, offices, and boardinghouses, and this book centers on life in a rented lodging where residents pay by the day. That domestic setting mirrors a real housing pattern in urban America circa 1890–1910. The novel’s themes emerge from that milieu of transience, thrift, and shared space, engaging readers who were negotiating modern city life while holding to Protestant ideals of duty and neighborly care.

Between the Panic of 1893 and the economic upswing of the early 1900s, many Americans confronted precarious employment and tight household budgets. Industrialization and a burgeoning service economy produced new white-collar jobs, particularly stenography and clerical work, that drew single women into downtown offices. Wages often barely covered food and lodging, making boardinghouses and daily rate rooms practical choices. Urban anonymity mixed with strict codes of respectability, as landladies enforced rules and residents navigated shared dining rooms and parlors. Such conditions form the social texture of Hill’s story, where financial prudence, public behavior, and reputation matter as much as private conviction.

Religious life at the turn of the century exerted strong influence on popular reading. Urban revivals associated with Dwight L. Moody had energized evangelical Protestantism in preceding decades, and the Young People’s Society of Christian Endeavor (founded 1881) mobilized lay service among youth. Women organized through the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (1874) and church aid societies. In parallel, the Social Gospel urged practical reform of living and labor conditions, while Charles M. Sheldon’s 1896 bestseller In His Steps popularized the question what would Jesus do? Hill’s narrative voice resonates with these currents, emphasizing conversion, conscience, and compassionate action in everyday routines.

Women’s public roles were shifting markedly. The New Woman rode bicycles, sought higher education, and entered professions, yet social expectations still prized modesty and domestic competence. The home economics movement, guided by figures like Ellen H. Richards and the Lake Placid Conferences (1899–1908), framed housekeeping as a science linked to health and morality. Organizations such as the YWCA provided classes, lodging, and spiritual programming for working women in cities. Hill’s portrayal of orderly rooms, clean meals, and considerate habits aligns with these reform currents, presenting domestic management not as trivial detail but as a moral practice with communal consequence.

Publishing at the time spanned mass-market magazines, Sunday-school libraries, and religious presses that promoted uplifting narratives. Hill came from a literary evangelical family: her aunt Isabella Macdonald Alden, known as Pansy, was a bestselling author of didactic fiction that shaped Protestant reading habits. Domestic religious novels coexisted with grittier realism and naturalism; 1900 also saw the publication of Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, whose urban frankness provoked controversy. The wide availability of affordable books and expanding public libraries, including Carnegie-funded branches, ensured such works reached middle-class homes. Hill’s novels characteristically combined moral clarity, modest romance, and practical spirituality grounded in everyday circumstances.

Municipal reform characterized the Progressive Era city. Campaigns against machine politics, efforts to professionalize public health, and the spread of building and sanitation codes shaped urban life. Streetcars and elevated lines knit downtowns to outlying neighborhoods, while charitable networks—settlement houses, rescue missions, and Charity Organization Societies—attempted to address poverty case by case. In this setting, boardinghouses could be inspected, regulated, or ignored depending on local governance. Hill’s story inhabits that civic landscape: church attendance, streetcar commutes, and encounters with philanthropy occur within a metropolis struggling to balance efficiency with compassion, and private initiative with emerging municipal responsibility.

Grace Livingston Hill’s personal circumstances also inform the work’s perspective. Raised in a devout Presbyterian milieu and closely mentored by her aunt Pansy, Hill wrote steadily from youth. Her first husband, the Rev. Frank E. Hill, died in 1899, after which she increased her output to support her household. Around this period she lived near Philadelphia, a hub of publishing, churches, and reform societies, and she contributed to religious periodicals. These experiences oriented her fiction toward practical piety: characters meet ethical tests in ordinary places, and assistance to neighbors is presented as both a Christian obligation and a realistic urban necessity.

As a product of its age, A Daily Rate reflects Progressive-Era confidence that steady, conscientious effort could humanize modern city life. Its boardinghouse microcosm underscores how civility, honesty, and small acts of service can transform impersonal spaces, echoing the applied Christianity promoted by reformers and revivalists alike. The book tacitly critiques urban neglect and selfishness, urging readers toward responsible stewardship of money, time, and community ties. While avoiding partisan detail, it endorses voluntary compassion over coercion, consistent with evangelical traditions. In doing so, Hill preserves the consolations of domestic faith while acknowledging the pressures and possibilities of early twentieth-century urban America.
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The world would not have looked quite so dreary to her perhaps, if it had not been her birthday[1q]. 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.” 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. 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[1],” 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[2q].” She had picked up the cross of the coming months and was bending under it already.

Her trouble was aunt Hannah. 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, 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. 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[2]: 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[3], 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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