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 David Halberstam,
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By the Turn of the Century








Llizabeth Payne braced herself against the table and looked from Griffith to Ruby. She rocked and swayed with the train as it rumbled up the tracks toward Chicago.


“We can handle it, Mom,” Griffith said, staring at the lines on her forehead and around her eyes. They hadn’t always been that deep.


“We’re ready,” Ruby added.


“Very well.” Elizabeth let out a long breath. “This is what your Uncle Owen said to me the night of Daddy’s funeral.”


Griffith nodded. His mother didn’t want to have this conversation. She was stalling, doing whatever she possibly could to avoid starting the talk.


He peeked over at Ruby. Griffith had asked that she be here, and he had been surprised at how little his mother had resisted his request. Only Graham was excluded; their little brother was sound asleep.


“He told me about this debt,” Elizabeth began. “A substantial debt. One he said your father incurred.”


“Ten thousand dollars,” Ruby said.


“Yes,” Elizabeth replied, tracing a finger along the edge of the table. “As you know, last year, when they returned from the war, Daddy brought his brother into his furniture business, since, with only one leg, Owen could no longer work on his own. Your father did what any brother would have done.” She exhaled deeply again. “At around that time, Owen said they were presented with a business opportunity, some joint venture that involved limited risk. Owen claimed it would have provided us all with a level of comfort beyond our dreams.”


Griffith chewed on the inside of his cheek. He had heard all this before. Not only from his mother, but also from some of the Travelin’ Nine, the band of baseballers with whom they were touring the country.


His eyes wandered around the cabin. He still couldn’t believe he was traveling in a Pullman Palace. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling, lamps with silk shades sat upon each table, and the entire car had electricity and a cooling system. Later, when he, Ruby, and their mother slipped back into the separate sleeping quarters in the next car, where Graham already was, they would each have their own bed.




Happy had arranged for the first-class travel. When the barnstormers had arrived at the depot back in Louisville, Happy had run into an old train buddy, a conductor on this route. He’d told Happy that a group of vacationers had missed their train connection, and that several seats, as well as a couple of sleeping compartments, had become available.


The Travelin’ Nine could never afford such fancy accommodations, but Happy’s friend also happened to be a baseball fan. In exchange for a handful of tickets to the game in Chicago, he’d agreed to let the entire group ride in style.




BARNSTORMERS:


a team that tours an area playing exhibition games for moneymaking entertainment.







BALLIST:


player.





So in the next car, Doc, Bubbles, Tales, and Happy had piled into the tiny room with the two bunk beds. The other four ballists slept in the cozy seats just outside the other compartment, the one in which Graham slept.


“I didn’t believe what Uncle Owen was saying,” Elizabeth continued. She spoke with her hand pressed firmly to her chest. “Not all of it. Your father would never have kept something like that from me. He would never have borrowed that kind of money, and if he had, he would have said so. Your father was not a speculator.”


Griffith and Ruby glanced at each other. “Speculator” was a word they had both heard their father use when describing Uncle Owen. Uncle Owen liked to gamble; he was a risk taker. He had been like that before the war, and from what their father had told them, he had been like that in Cuba as well.
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Guy Payne, on the other hand, was always careful with money. Griffith and Ruby often heard others refer to their father as a “shrewd entrepreneur” with a “banker’s acumen” when they visited the shop and warehouse.


“They were supposed to have had years to repay the loan,” Elizabeth went on, “but when your father passed, Uncle Owen said the bank changed the conditions and requested its money by the turn of the century.”


Elizabeth faced the window and ran her hand back and forth across her chest. “There is no bank.” She spoke to the forests and fields passing in the night. “I know I told you the money was owed to one back in Louisville, but after saying it out loud, I realized there can’t be. There’s no note. There are no papers. And no bank would alter the terms of a loan in such a manner.” She shook her head. “I should have known all along. The entire time your Uncle Owen spoke to me, he was rubbing his stump. He’d wheeled around to the far side of the table to try to hide what he was doing. But I saw.”


Uncle Owen always rubbed the place where his leg used to be when he was nervous or unsettled. Everyone knew that.


Griffith sighed. His mother was right. Uncle Owen didn’t owe money to a bank, and Griffith was almost certain he knew who was owed that money: the Chancellor.


He opened his mouth to tell her, but before he could form the words, he recalled what she had said after the game in Louisville, when he had told her he believed they were being followed by the Chancellor: Don’t ever say such a thing.




Even though his mother now realized Uncle Owen owed money to others, Griffith still wouldn’t say his name in front of her again. Not yet.


But Griffith was more convinced than ever that the Chancellor was behind all of this. And he also thought this was about far more than money. It was about their baseball, and—he couldn’t shake the feeling—it was also about Graham.


“When he told me your father owed ten thousand dollars,” Elizabeth explained, turning back to Griffith and Ruby, “that’s when you heard us arguing. I’m sure the whole neighborhood heard us.”


“You said, ‘How are we supposed to come up with that kind of money?’” Ruby repeated their mother’s words from that evening five weeks earlier. “‘We never had that much money in our life.’”


Elizabeth nodded. She removed her hand from her chest and reached across the table. She took Griffith’s hand and placed it atop Ruby’s hand. Then she held them both.


“Uncle Owen kept insisting there needed to be a way to get the money. He said if we didn’t, it would destroy our family.” Her voice cracked. She squeezed their hands. “I didn’t understand what he was saying, but then he said…he said…if the money wasn’t repaid, I could lose you children.”
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On a Midnight Train








Griffith rubbed his eyes and rolled the back of his neck along the plush upholstery of his seat. It didn’t matter how luxurious the Pullman Palace was. He could never get used to riding the rails. His stomach constantly churned from the rocking and shaking, and his head throbbed from the clanking and rattling.


Lying in bed was out of the question. That made the nausea worse. So he sat by himself, a few rows down from where Scribe and Woody slept and across from his family’s sleeping quarters.


He stood up. Whenever Griffith sat for too long, the queasiness became unbearable. He needed to be moving.


Walking through the car, he passed the sleeping ballists and other passengers. At the compartment where his sister, brother, and mother slept, he strummed his fingers along the wooden pocket door’s latch but didn’t go in.


When he reached the end, he glanced at the sign warning of the danger of crossing from car to car without a member of the crew. But Griffith had become quite adept at it. He turned the knob, opened the door, and measured the gap with his eyes. This time, it was only a few inches. Focusing on his feet and the floorboards, he stepped quickly and carefully, using the sides of the cabin for balance.


As he headed through the next car, filled with sleeping passengers on both sides of the narrow aisle, the train jolted to the left. He braced himself on a seat, narrowly avoiding falling into the lap of an elderly woman.


Griffith couldn’t wait for Chicago. And not just because it meant he would finally be able to get off the train. At first light, he would be out pounding the pavement, passing out flyers and promoting the Travelin’ Nine’s next game. With their dramatic victory back in Louisville, the barnstorming baseballers had earned some of the desperately needed money. But they still had so much more to go.


Griffith reached the end of the car and, once again, carefully crossed over. But when he pushed open the door, he bumped into another passenger who was blocking the aisle. It surprised Griffith. Until now, he hadn’t seen anyone else awake.




“Excuse me,” Griffith said without looking up.


The man didn’t move.


Griffith raised his eyes. They stopped when they reached the pink handkerchief sticking out of the man’s jacket pocket.


“I believe you have something,” the man said.


Griffith didn’t respond.


“Did you hear me? I said, I believe you have something.”


Griffith peeked at the man’s face, and when he saw the crooked smile, he froze. Without a doubt, the man was one of the two he had seen after the game in Louisville. It was the closest he had ever stood to one of the Chancellor’s men.


Suddenly, the man reached down, grabbed Griffith by the collar, and pinned him against the wall.


“He wants what you have,” the man said, his face so close that Griffith could smell the tobacco on his breath. “And he always gets what he wants. Always.”
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“He wants what you have.”


Then, just as quickly as he had grabbed Griffith, the man let go. He sauntered down the aisle and disappeared into the next car.


Griffith slumped to the floor.


Beware the Chancellor.


Uncle Owen’s warning flashed into his mind. So did the tattered and bloodstained condition of the letter that contained the dire words. Griffith swallowed. The Chancellor and his men had done something to Uncle Owen. Uncle Owen couldn’t possibly defend himself against them. Had they hurt him? Could the Chancellor and his men have taken Uncle Owen? Could they be holding him against his will?


Griffith began to tremble. At that moment, he realized his mother knew that the Chancellor was behind this. Even though she had dismissed the thought back in Louisville, she had to know. And Griffith understood why she had denied it. Either she was too terrified to admit it to herself. Or it was something a mother never told her children.


Even if it was the truth.
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Run!








Who always gets what he wants?” Ruby asked. She stood with her brother in the center of Jackson Park, where they were promoting the upcoming game.


“The Chancellor,” Griffith replied. His words sounded cold as they left his lips, and he could tell they frightened her even more than their mother’s had on the train. But Griffith had promised not to keep any secrets from her, no matter how terrifying.


“What do we have?”




“He must know we have the baseball. He must…”


Griffith stopped. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the men standing along the edge of the plaza. Griffith realized he and Ruby had allowed themselves to get separated from Happy and the Professor. Immersed in their conversation, they had wandered away. Griffith clenched his fist and pounded his leg. How could he have been so careless?
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