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“Kids are always chasing rainbows, but baseball 
is a world where you can catch them.” 

Johnny Vander Meer
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Chapter One
The Bad Break

Cincinnati, Ohio 1938

With a bounce in his step and a whistle 
coming off his lips, Richie Goodwin stopped in his 
tracks as he entered his kitchen. Tears glistened 
on his mother’s face. She quickly wiped her eyes 
and cheeks with a handkerchief as she turned her 
body away from him. Richie’s heart sank with the 
sound of the music that faded off his lips. 

“Richie, I have bad news,” said his mom as 
she sat at the kitchen table. Her hands moved 
the crystal salt and pepper shakers back to their 
proper place on the table near a napkin holder. 
“Your father broke his leg today at the factory.”  
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Richie stood frozen. “Oh no. Is he all right?” 
“He’ll be okay, but he… can’t go to work.” She 

took a breath and tugged down on her white 
blouse. “Money’s already tight. The library can’t 
give me any extra hours. I asked. I’m going to have 
to get a part-time job on weekends to help. I think 
I can get something at the rubber stamp company 
down the block.”

Richie’s eyes grew wider. “Will that be 
enough? Will we be able to pay the rent?”

His mom cleared her throat then took a sip 
from her glass of water. “Honestly, no. It won’t be 
enough. We spent what we had saved when the 
car broke down last month.” Richie’s mom’s head 
slowly raised and his eyes met hers. “We’re going 
to need you to get a job, honey.”

Richie’s eyebrows went up. “A job? But Mom, 
it’s almost summer. This was going to be the best 
summer ever!” Richie started to think about all 
the fun he planned to have playing ball and hang-
ing out. 

“I’m sorry. It’s our only option. Without your 
father’s full income, we need help with money 
for food, electric bills, gas, the rent. School ends 
in three days. The timing is right. I’m sorry it’ll 
change your summer plans.” 

“But Mom… what about Boy Scout camp? And 
I was going to hang out with the guys at the park. 
You know, not do school work or any kind of work. 
That’s why it’s summer.”

“There will be no camp now. I’m sorry.”
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“But—”
“It’ll just be for a few months. Until your dad 

gets back on both feet again.” 
“Geez,” Richie exclaimed as he tussled his 

mass of black hair. “Don’t you have to be older 
than twelve to work?” 

Richie’s mom gave a correcting smile. “Lots of 
kids your age work. Don’t worry. I’ll help you find 
something. Look, right here in the paper. Here’s 
a job that might be good.” She handed Richie the 
local Cincinnati Post newspaper. 

He reluctantly took hold of it and slowly 
glanced down to read the job ad. His mom had al-
ready circled it in red ink.

WANTED
Strong young man who is not 

afraid of hard work.
Must be comfortable working 

with wood and taking 
direction from adults.

Uniform provided.
Interested candidates 
call Mr. Weatherby
DIAL: CANAL 6-8564

“You helped your grandpa fix his barn door. 
He showed you how to saw and hammer. Maybe 
the job’s in a wood shop,” noted his mom.

Richie pondered her comment for a moment 
and then said, “That sounds hard, like for some-
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one older than me.” He thumped the paper on the 
kitchen counter. “Do I have to go, Mom?” Richie’s 
eyes pleaded for her to have a little mercy.

“I already called the number. They can see 
you tomorrow for an interview.” Richie’s mom 
reached for her son to bring him in closer for a 
hug. “Your father started working when he was 
twelve. It’ll be all right. I’m sure there are other 
boys your age working this summer too. Times 
are hard for lots of families.” 

She squeezed him tight, and Richie bent his 
head to kiss her forehead. He loved the smell of 
her strawberry-blonde hair. 

Later that night, Richie lay on his bed, softly 
tossing a baseball up and catching it with his right 
hand just before it reached his face. He careful-
ly watched the laces as the ball spun, training his 
eyes, which he thought would help him become 
a better hitter. Scenes of leaving his apartment 
for work, pushing a wheelbarrow, sawing, getting 
people tools, and coughing from lots of sawdust 
in the air played out in his imagination. He envi-
sioned being handed cash for his labor and hand-
ing that money to his mom and dad. His dad had 
always worked hard to provide for everything 
their family needed. Accidents happen to good 
people and bad. If he needed to work, he’d do his 
best as his father always taught him. 

Richie tossed the ball above his face one more 
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time for good luck. He yawned as it came down, 
disrupting his timing, and the ball collided with 
his finger and smashed his nose. He held back a 
yell and winced. That smarts! he hollered inside 
his head. It had better not be a sign of things to 
come.

After school the next day, Richie put on his 
nicest white collared shirt. With his hair combed 
neatly, he checked his look in the mirror and 
flashed an I-like-what-I-see smile at himself. I’d 
hire me, he told himself. I look so good I’d pay me 
a million dollars. 

Richie trudged into the living room. His fa-
ther sat in his favorite brown chair reading The 
Saturday Evening Post magazine. His left leg, fro-
zen in a cast, was propped up on a stool with a 
pillow under his foot. Richie cast a glance at his 
father, who folded the magazine when he heard 
Richie enter the room.

“Hey, you look snazzy,” his father said as he 
shook his head and motioned for Richie to come 
closer.

Richie walked up to his dad. His father’s hands 
reached for the back of his collar and straightened 
its edge. His eyes met Richie’s as a soft sigh burst 
from his lips, followed by a nod.  

“I appreciate you doing this. It’s my job to be 
the bread winner. Not yours.”

“It’s okay Dad,” Richie assured. “Maybe I’ll 
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make so much money I’ll quit school and you can 
retire,” he added with a chuckle.

“You’ll do no such thing,” his dad replied. 
“Quitting school that is. I’m hoping you’ll be the 
first one in the family to go to college. Then you 
won’t be like me.”

“Dad, I want to be just like you… except not as 
much of a klutz.”

Richie’s dad smiled. “Good luck today. I know 
you’ll do T-riffic.”

“You mean terrific,” Richie corrected.
“Same difference,” his dad replied.
Richie’s mom walked up behind her husband 

and kissed his cheek. 
“Remember, honey, it’s his interview, not 

yours,” his dad reminded his wife.
“I know,” she replied with a laugh. She strolled 

over to Richie. “Let’s go, dear. You look very nice.”
As Richie headed for the door, his father’s 

voice trailed from behind.
“Oh… and Richie…”
“Yeah Dad?” Richie stopped and glanced back 

at his father.
“Break a leg.”
Richie shook his head as his hand turned the 

doorknob and he pulled the door open. He turned 
back. “Hey Dad, I think the fridge has a broken leg 
too.”

“Why do you say that?”
“Because it’s not running.” Richie laughed. 

A loud groan from his father followed him as he 
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bolted out the door.

Richie’s mom walked him to his job interview, 
which was only 15 minutes from their apartment 
building. A small smile appeared on Richie’s 
face when he noticed Crosley Field, home of the 
Cincinnati Reds, across the street from where the 
meeting was taking place. Maybe he’d be able to 
hear the crowd cheer for the Reds while he was 
working. If he got the job. Or maybe after work 
he could peek through the fences and see some of 
the action of his favorite team. 

Richie gazed at the white walls of the stadi-
um. It didn’t look like much on the outside, but 
inside he knew there was green grass and a per-
fectly manicured infield. It was baseball heaven 
compared to the rock-ridden sandlot he and his 
friends played on. Richie felt a tug on his shirt as 
his mom gently pulled him out of his trance.

Following a half step behind his mom, Richie 
entered the warehouse building. In a flash, he 
searched for clues about the job—saws, drills, 
or other woodworking tools. Instead, all he saw 
were cargo crates. In the corner sat a desk and 
two chairs. Behind the desk sat a man with leath-
ery skin and large ears. 

Heart pounding, Richie bit at his lip. Hope he’s 
not going to be my boss, Richie thought. 

Mrs. Goodwin introduced herself and Richie. 
“Hi. I’m Dick Weatherby,” said the man in a 
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gravelly voice. His skin looked like he had been 
out in the sun for his entire life. “Thanks for com-
ing. Please have a seat.”

Richie sat in an old wood and metal folding 
chair beside his mom.

“Let’s start with the standard questions,” Mr. 
Weatherby stated. He focused on Richie. “Age?”

“Twelve,” answered Mrs. Goodwin.
Richie watched Mr. Weatherby turn to his 

mother. “Please let the boy answer, if you don’t 
mind,” Weatherby requested with an edgy tone.

“Sure. Sorry.” Richie’s mom glanced away 
awkwardly, then she studied the ground.

“Grade?”
There was a pause as Richie waited to see if 

his mom would answer. Their eyes met and Richie 
replied, “Sixth” with a burst of laughter.

“Something funny about this?” Mr. Weatherby 
questioned.

Richie’s heart skipped a beat. “Um… No. I 
just… ah… know it’s hard for my mom not to an-
swer. And I’m a little nervous.”

“Do I need to send you out of the room?” Mr. 
Weatherby asked Richie’s mom. She shook her 
head and made the motion of zipping her lips up. 
He turned back to Richie. “Favorite subject?”

“Gym,” he blurted, knowing if he didn’t an-
swer quickly that his mom would jump in and get 
sent out of the room. But now he regretted not 
giving it a bit more thought, because gym was a 
pretty silly answer.
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“That was my favorite subject too when I 
was your age,” Weatherby replied. He cleared his 
throat and asked, “Why do you need the job?” 

Richie felt the weight of Weatherby’s eyes on 
him. There was a long pause, followed by—

“My dad... Well, he, ahh... broke his leg and 
can’t go to work now. So, I have to. At first it both-
ered me, having to work and all, but as I thought 
about it last night, it doesn’t bother me so much 
anymore. I’ve seen how hard my dad works all 
my life. I know work is important. I work hard at 
school and in sports, and I’ll work hard for you 
too, sir. I want to help and make my dad... and 
mom proud.” 

As Richie spoke, Mr. Weatherby nodded at 
him, which made Richie feel like Weatherby liked 
him. Working for Mr. Weatherby might be okay af-
ter all. He imagined what kind of woodworking he 
would do. 

Mr. Weatherby jotted a note to himself as 
Richie finished talking.

“So, what kind of woodworking would my son 
be doing... if he got the job?” asked Mrs. Goodwin. 
“Would it be safe?”

Mr. Weatherby laughed.
Richie noticed the surprised look on his 

mom’s face. He knew she was flabbergasted that 
her question generated a laugh. 

Then Mr. Weatherby pulled a Louisville 
Slugger baseball bat out from under his desk. 

“This would be the kind of woodworking he’d 
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be doing,” he said.
“I’d be making bats?” Richie asked.
“Nope,” answered Mr. Weatherby. “You’d be 

the batboy for the Cincinnati Reds. You’d work 
right across the street with me. I’m the equipment 
manager, and I’d be your boss. Well, one of them.”

Richie’s mouth fell open.
“I’m sorry for the tricky way I worded the ad-

vertisement, but if I put an ad for our batboy in 
the paper, we’d get flooded with applicants. And 
we only want boys who really want to work. One 
of our other batboys has complications from ap-
pendicitis and had to quit, so we need to find just 
the right boy. It won’t be a picnic. It’s a tough job. 
You’ll obviously be working with lots of wood—
the bats—and adults—the players. This is the 
uniform.” 

Mr. Weatherby held up a Reds uniform. The 
white jersey had a big red letter C on the left breast 
with the word REDS inside it. Richie couldn’t be-
lieve what he was seeing.

“You’ll be paid 25 cents per hour. Not bad pay 
if you ask me. So, son, would you like the job? I 
think you have what it takes. Maybe this is meant 
to be.”

“Do the Reds wear red socks? Of course, I 
want it!” Richie announced, searching his mom’s 
face for approval. Richie knew it was an offer nei-
ther of them could refuse.

“Welcome to the Cincinnati Reds.” Mr. 
Weatherby stuck out his hand, and Richie 
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thrust out his own hand and shook on it before 
Weatherby could change his mind.

Mr. Weatherby rose from his chair and came 
around to the front of the desk. He patted Richie 
on the shoulder. “Show up across the street to-
morrow after school, and we’ll get everything in 
order,” Mr. Weatherby declared. “I’ll give the guard 
at the gate your name. I’ll meet you at the players’ 
entrance and we’ll officially welcome you to the 
team. I’m glad you’re on board.”

“You and me both,” Richie replied. “Thank 
you. This is aces!”

“We can’t thank you enough,” added Mrs. 
Goodwin. “This means so much to our family. My 
husband will be thrilled.” 

As Richie walked out of the warehouse, he felt 
bigger than a movie star. He gazed at the Crosley 
Field sign and Reds logo on the stadium across 
the street. 

“Mom, I’m the batboy for the Cincinnati Reds. 
Can you believe it? I’m so glad you saw that ad, 
and I listened to you.”

“You and me both,” she agreed with a chuck-
le. “See. You should always listen to your momma. 
Maybe it’s not a bad thing your father broke his 
leg after all.”

Richie felt like his feet never even touched the 
sidewalk all the way home.
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The next morning, Richie practically 
ran to school. As his feet hit George Washington 
Elementary School’s parking lot, he headed brisk-
ly toward the playground where everyone in his 
grade would be waiting for the bell to ring and the 
school doors to open. Richie felt like he was going 
to burst out of his skin. He couldn’t wait for every-
one to find out that he just got a job as the batboy 
for the Reds. 

He walked right up to Michael, Scott, Darren, 
and Brad, did an excited jig, and blurted, “Guess 
what?”

Brad Baxter, a short and stocky boy with long 
brown hair, glanced at Richie, gave him a dirty 
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look, and quickly turned his attention back to the 
group. 

“Um… You’re not going to believe what hap-
pened to me,” Richie bragged frantically.

“Let me guess,” Brad, the leader, said. “Your 
Betty Boop doll came in the mail.” 

The group of boys around Brad all guffawed 
at his jab.

“I’m going to be the batboy for the Reds,” 
Richie said.

Mouths dropped open, then Brad’s “sheep” 
fixed their eyes on him to see how they should 
react. 

“You got a screw loose, melon head,” Brad re-
plied. “Ha ha ha ha!” Brad doubled over like he 
couldn’t contain himself. “Right. And I’m going to 
be the new dance instructor for the Rockettes!” 
He turned to his overly amused friends. “Hey, fel-
las! Did you hear that? Goodwin’s gonna meet the 
Reds! He’s gonna hand them their bats!”

“Can you even lift a bat, Goodwin?” Michael 
added. 

“Goodwin?” Brad said. “Don’t you mean Good-
loser?” The play on words infected the playground 
with raucous chortling. “Hey, how do you like 
that? I just created a new nickname for Goodwin. 
Good-loser. I love it!” 

Brad made sure all his pals were laughing. 
They were, so he continued. “Good-loser just 
delivered the biggest whopper I ever heard. He 
thinks he’s gonna be a batboy! Ha! Bat-baby is 
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more like it.”
Richie composed himself and stood as still 

as possible. “I am… going to be the batboy for the 
Reds.” 

He cast a swift glance at Scott. Scott was one of 
the best athletes in the sixth grade. He scratched 
his brown hair, then looked away. Richie could tell 
he was trying to stay neutral. 

“He is too the batboy.” It was Jane Healey. She 
wore a pretty white dress and black shoes as she 
crashed through the small crowd of boys. Jane had 
blonde hair and stood taller than most of the boys 
in their grade. Richie had known Jane since they 
were four years old. She lived in the same apart-
ment building, and they’d been in the same class 
together since kindergarten.

“How do you know?” asked Brad. 
“Because Richie doesn’t lie,” Jane declared se-

riously. “He’s never lied to me... ever.”
“Did he tell you we were his friends? Because 

if he did, he lied to you. We don’t believe anything 
he says. Do we, fellas?” Brad quickly made eye 
contact with the boys around them. 

Richie hoped someone would disagree with 
Brad. 

“No, we don’t believe him for one minute,” 
said Darren, as if speaking for the group. The tall-
est boy in the class, Darren had blonde hair with 
bangs that were cut in sharp lines around his face. 

“If you guys go to a game, you’ll see me,” said 
Richie. “I’ll be the one wearing the Reds uniform. 
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I’ll be standing on the field where you only wish 
you could be.” 

“He’s gonna be the best batboy the Reds ever 
had,” said Jane. “No one knows more about the 
Reds than Richie.” 

“Bring us an autographed ball,” said Brad. 
“Maybe then we’ll believe ya. Right, fellas?” 

His pals laughed. “Yeah, right!”
“Okay, fine. No problem,” replied Richie. Geez, 

I sure do hope it’s not a problem, thought Richie.
“Good. And I get the ball,” demanded Brad, 

thumbing himself in the chest. 
Richie never expected anyone would not 

believe him. He turned and walked away. Jane 
followed.

“There goes Good-loser. Surprised the little 
liar doesn’t run away,” taunted Brad. “At least Jane 
the Lame believes him. That’s one reason she’s 
lame. She’s so stupid.”

Richie stopped dead in his tracks. He had 
put up with Brad’s mean comments and shoving 
for years. Every time, he so wanted to say all the 
smart-alecky comments that went through his 
head. 

He turned and grimaced at Brad like he’d just 
sucked on a lemon. “Jane is not lame. She’s great. 
A great friend too.” Richie halted his compliments. 
She was just a friend. He didn’t want anyone to 
think any more than that. 

“If you had a girlfriend, she’d look like Ty 
Cobb,” said Richie, his eyes glaring at Brad. He 
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couldn’t believe the words came out of his mouth, 
but something inside kept him going. 

“Yeah? Well… well… you run like you have a 
load in your pants,” Brad declared.

“I can beat you in a race even if I had twen-
ty-pound weights tied to each leg.”

“Yeah!” echoed Jane. 
Brad raised his eyebrows. “Excellent. The 

race is on.” 
Within moments, the boys had mapped out 

the course of the race for bragging rights. 
Jane pulled Richie by his shirt in closer to her. 

Richie’s gaze met her friendly and hopeful eyes. 
“He’s been mean and teasing me since second 
grade,” Jane declared. “Do me a favor. Beat him.” 

“Okay,” Richie vowed confidently. He’d do this 
for her. He appreciated her support, but she was 
so close to him, he could smell her hair—coconut 
or something. For whatever reason, that gave him 
the willies, and he gently backed away. 

Richie would never back down from a chal-
lenge. No matter what it was. And he hated to lose. 
He hated losing more than eating cauliflower and 
doing chores, or wearing nice clothes. Whether it 
was a game of tag, checkers, kick the can, stick-
ball, basketball, or any challenge or dare, Richie 
refused to back down—and he always played to 
win. And everyone knew it. That’s why every eye 
in the sixth grade at George Washington School 
was now on Richie and Brad.

Richie braced himself for his run of the year 
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and positioned himself to Brad’s right. Being on 
the right, he figured, would give him an advantage 
in running around the big oak tree and its raised 
roots that he’d soon be darting over. 

Richie’s heart pulsed hard. He glanced around 
at all his classmates staring back at him. His eyes 
landed on Brad. The side angle of Brad’s face re-
vealed his nose was larger than average. I wonder 
if anteaters are jealous of Brad’s nose. 

“I’ll start this race, so it’s fair,” Jane declared. 
There was a pause as Richie knelt into start-

ing position. 
“Ready? On your mark... Get set... GO!” shout-

ed Jane. 
The two boys exploded from the starting line. 

Brad got a quick jump and took the lead. Richie 
pictured the course in his mind while matching 
Brad’s pace, just a few steps behind. Fifty feet to 
the big oak, then cut left down the grass outlin-
ing the back of the school’s ball fields, another left 
past the outdoor basketball hoop, and another left 
down the path behind the school to the finish line. 

Richie’s legs and arms pumped hard and he 
started to tire. He had hoped he wouldn’t feel that 
way until later in the race, but the two runners 
were neck and neck. Richie’s khaki pants felt tight 
on his legs and his light blue shirt grew sweaty. 
He reached deep inside for strength. 

The oak tree roots were almost in front of 
them. Should I say something to distract Brad? 
Richie asked himself. No. That wouldn’t be fair. 
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When Brad got to the roots, he flew over them 
like one of Santa’s reindeer. Geez. He’s like a husky 
little deer, thought Richie. 

Beating Brad wasn’t going to be as easy as 
he’d thought—Richie started to worry. 

Once around the tree, Brad sprinted forward 
without saying a single word. Brad’s lead grew to 
five feet. 

“You can do it!” It was Jane. 
Her words caused Richie to kick it up a gear. 

He was only inches behind Brad now. He hated 
the sight of Brad’s back in front of him. I have to 
get the lead, not only to win, but so I don’t have to 
look at his big ol’ backside. 

The two boys were dead even as they blurred 
past the basketball court. There was just one more 
turn to the finish line. 

A cramp pierced Richie’s right side. He felt 
himself slow for a split second, but he forced the 
pain aside and ran as if his life depended on it. He 
drove his legs forward and with a few strides took 
the lead. He locked his eyes on the finish line. 

A crowd had gathered to see the outcome—
and to see if either boy might cry if he lost. Some, 
including Jane, cheered, “Go Richie! Go!” Most of 
the others cheered for Brad. 

Why hasn’t Brad said anything? Richie won-
dered. He usually has something mean to say. 
Maybe he’s out of breath. But at that very moment, 
Richie felt Brad’s breath behind him. And then, 
there it was—Brad’s butt in front of him again.
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Brad scoffed at his opponent just loud enough 
for Richie to hear him as they ran like racehorses 
toward their classmates and the finish line. 

I... must... win! The words echoed inside 
Richie’s mind, punctuated by each pulse of his 
legs, fists, heart, and will. Suddenly, he was side 
by side with Brad. 

Both boys knew victory would come down to 
inches.

“And the winner is…” shouted Jane. 
Everyone’s mouth dropped open.




