THE FAMILY HINGE









By Alice L. Whitson

On the broad veranda of the old Hunt homestead, in a gown of dainty white dimity, with the golden glow of a summer sunset falling softly about her, Ellen Hunt made a picture fair indeed to look upon.
Just for a moment she paused to look at the sunset, then swiftly descended the steps and made her way to a rustic table that stood beneath a towering tree in one corner of the yard. A frown darkened her usually pleasant face.
"Look at me," she mused aloud as she spread the snowy cloth and began arranging the napkins. "Here I am, like an old woman, setting a lunch table for others to enjoy."
Slowly she turned her gaze to the north side of the house, where an animated game of tennis was in progress-a game of four, in which her elder sister and brother with two friends were taking a hand. On the other side of the house, Tim and Tilda, the Hunt twins, with two small friends, were playing croquet.
A tear of self-pity rolled down the cheek of the girl as she went back to her work, and a sickening sensation enveloped her.
"I won't stand it any longer!" she declared, stamping her foot decisively; "I shall go out into the 'world and do something worth while! I'm tired of being the servant in this house-the hinge, as it were, on which this family swings."
"My! My!" interrupted a voice tenderly, "what's the matter with our mainstay?"
Ellen knew without looking up that the voice which had spoken belonged to her father, but for once it had lost its soothing effect, and turning, she faced him squarely.
"That's it, Father!" she exclaimed. "I am a mainstay in the family, nothing more and nothing less – just a necessary instrument to keep the home going; and I want you to know I'm dead tired of it."

For an instant Father Hunt looked at his daughter in astonishment. Never had he seen her in such an unpleasant frame of mind; but instead of reproving her, as she really expected him to do, he drew her into his arms, and lifting her face, kissed her affectionately.
"I'm afraid my little homemaker is weary with the drudgery of everyday life," he said thoughtfully, "and I suggest that she take a much-deserved rest."
Ellen opened her lips to speak, but her tongue seemed suddenly frozen to the roof of her mouth, and no words came forth.
"You've been such a splendid little woman," continued her father, "since Mother died, that we all have learned to depend on you more and more. Perhaps we've placed more burdens on you than we should. I so often thank God that such a daughter is mine – “
"But – but – Father," interrupted Ellen, "why should I be the family hinge? Why should the children and the older ones turn to me for everything?"
"Nothing mysterious about that," chuckled Father. "Your ever-willingness to serve and make the folks comfortable has led us all to turn to you."
"I can't understand it," Ellen declared soberly. "There is no just reason why I, the middle one of the family, should try to take the place of Mother dear. Kate and James are both older than I; from them I take orders and carry them out. It was Kate's plan to have a picnic lunch under the tree tonight, and what did she do about it? She merely said she would like to have it so, and I agreed to help Aunt Synda arrange it. Kate's part in the matter was to come home from the office with two charming young people, don her tennis clothes, and go out to the court, to be called only when the picnic lunch is ready."
"And the children," chimed in Father, "the twins, who are younger than you?"
"Oh, well," answered Ellen, "when they heard that Kate was having a picnic out under the trees, Tim asked if it would be much extra trouble to have the Moore children over, and – and –“
"And you agreed immediately that you'd see about it," finished Father.
Ellen nodded a confirming nod to her father's statement.
"I guess that's about it, Father," the girl said presently, in a more cheerful tone of voice. "I'm as much to blame for being the family hinge as the other children are to blame for swinging on me."
Just then Aunt Synda, the beloved old servant who had been in the family as far back as the eldest Hunt child could remember, came around the comer of the house with a huge pitcher of iced lemonade in her hands.
"I've got the ice cream ready, Miss Ellen," she said respectfully, as she placed the cooling drink on the table, "and I think you probably ought to call the children in for lunch, if they're going to finish eating before dark."
Ellen, acting on her advice, was soon the center of attraction, everybody calling on her at once for a helping of sandwiches or lemonade, visitors and home folks alike, praising the delicious lunch.
In spite of it all, Ellen went to bed that night with a heavy heart. She wasn't going to go through life with a whole family swinging on her for their personal comfort and pleasure. But the very next morning, when she entered the breakfast-room, she found the family waiting for her.
"Ellen," said her father softly, "I've been talking the matter over with your sisters and brothers; and we have decided that you are entitled to a rest from the family drudgery, and as an appreciation of our heartfelt gratitude we have all agreed to contribute a certain amount of wages to you for a nice long vacation. Fact is," he continued, "we're going to let you decide on the length of the visit, also the place you'd most like to go to."
A little exclamation of oh's and ah's followed this announcement, and Ellen, glancing from one to another, plainly showed her delight.
"I think – I think – “stammered the happy young girl – "that I should rather have a visit with my cousin Mollie King in New York City, than anywhere else in the world. But that might be too extravagant," she added, thoughtfully.
"Oh, no, it won't," chimed in brother James. "This is our way of showing you how much we appreciate the splendid way you've kept the home going, and we aren't going to be stingy: you shall have a visit with Mollie."
Three weeks later, Ellen Hunt found herself installed in the home of Mollie King, situated in the heart of the palatial residences that overlook the Hudson. Such a wonderful place it was, with its broad marble steps and winding stairways, its silken draperies and cut glass!

For a week things went along wonderfully well. Ellen could hardly believe it herself when she discovered she had been in this delightful fairyland for seven whole days. But the second week lagged a little, and on several occasions she found herself wondering how the folks back home were getting along without her.  Not once in any of the many letters that she had received had anybody mentioned her returning; always the expression had been for her to stay away as long as she chose. They didn't even say they missed her. Somehow she wished they had said that, though between the lines she read a great deal.

Mollie had often visited in the Hunt home, and had always hoped to have the pleasure of returning some of the many courtesies that had been hers from the Hunt girls' hands, and Ellen's visit was her first opportunity. Morning, noon, and night she entertained her cousin in various ways, until Ellen begged to be allowed a day of rest.
With a whole day on her hands, Ellen resolved to enjoy herself by helping her aunt about the house.

"Oh, no, there's nothing you can do," Aunt Bessie said when Ellen offered her services.

"Isn't there a bit of mending I could do?" Ellen queried timidly.
"Mending?" repeated the woman. "I think not. You see, there are only three of us in the family. I have plenty of time to look after things. I think you'd find the park interesting this morning, Ellen."
Ellen made no more suggestions, but slipping back to her room for a sun hat, she made her way down the side stairs to the street.
The hot sun beaming down upon the white pavement caused Ellen to look for a sheltering tree, but no such luxury existed on the small plot of ground that comprised the Moore yard. Aimlessly she wandered down the street until she came to Morningside Park; there she halted, and after climbing a steep incline, sat down on a ragged boulder and let her mind wander at will.
Somehow the freshness of the park made her think of home, and in spite of herself she wondered what they were doing. Suddenly her reverie was broken by a shadow on the grass, and glancing around, she looked into the face of a young girl of about her own age.
"I beg your pardon," the stranger stammered; "I – I thought you were asleep.”

"No," said Ellen, "I wasn't asleep, but I had almost forgotten I was in this park."
"I can't fancy your forgetting that," said the stranger, "unless, of course, you're used to trees and flowers in your own yard. You see," she went on without giving Ellen time to answer, "I live down on the East Side, where trees and flowers have little space to grow, but I come up here once a week with my younger sisters because they need a bit of brightness and fresh air. I used to come more often than I do now," said the stranger thoughtfully, "but that was when Mother was living; since she died, the greater part of the homekeeping has fallen on my shoulders, and I don't have much time for idling."
"You – you – are sort of a family hinge, too," Ellen interrupted. "A family hinge?" repeated the stranger. "What a lovely thought!"

"Lovely?" exclaimed Ellen. "Why, it sounds awful to me."

"How could such a beautiful thought sound awful? The very idea of being the hinge in a family – why, I think it's truly beautiful, and I shall always be grateful to you for that expression. It's like this," went on the stranger. "I'm the middle girl in a family of seven, three older and three younger than I. Being the middle one, as I have often declared myself to be, I have had the experience of taking the leftovers of the older ones, and doing without to give to the younger ones; and when my mother died-well, it just seemed natural that the housework should fall on my shoulders; but 1 don't mind. We're hoping now that some day we shall be able to buy a little place out in the country, where we can have a real cow, and a few chickens, and a garden, and a real home where everything around it is just beautiful because of love for each other, and happiness."
On and on the girls chatted, until at the hour of parting they shook hands as firmly as if they had been friends for life. The next morning, in spite of her aunt's protestations and Mollie's plans for more merriment, Ellen packed her belongings and bought a ticket for home.
Two days later the Hunt family, sitting on the porch in the dusky twilight, heard the fast train stop at the flag station on their place for just an instant, and then move on.
"I don't suppose it could be Ellen," Father said softly, after a few moments of silence.

"I guess not," answered James. "Ellen’s coming would mean too much happiness for us all.”
"O Daddy, let's write for her to come home," chimed in Tilda. "I'm lonesome with her away."

"So am I, dear," Kate chimed in, "but we mustn't call her home. Poor little dear, she's been such a treasure to us all, she must have her stay unmolested."
"That's right," Father responded. "We must let the mainstay have a good rest."
Just then a slender young lady slipped through the side gate; tossing her suitcases to the ground, she threw herself into the arms of the whole family.
"My dear," broke in Father Hunt after the first excitement of Ellen's unexpected return had subsided, "we weren't looking for you back so soon. Are you quite sure you've had enough rest?"

Ellen glanced at the happy faces about her, then smiled at them all bravely.
"I'm quite convinced, Father," she said sweetly, "for while I was resting I accidentally discovered what a wonderful thing it is to – to be the family hinge."
Then before anybody could answer, she darted through the sweet-scented old hall in the direction of the kitchen, whence came the sound of Aunt Synda's voice singing.
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