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      Chapter One: 1974–1980


      Derek’s Dream


      

         Derek Jeter had a dream.

      


      When he was a young boy, all Derek Jeter wanted to do when he grew up was play shortstop for the New York Yankees, his favorite

         team. Every night before he went to sleep, he would lay in his bed and imagine that he was on the infield at Yankee Stadium,

         scooping up ground balls and throwing runners out at first, turning game-ending double plays, or smacking the winning hit

         in the World Series.

      


      In school Derek would write book reports and other assignments about the Yankees. Whenever his teachers asked him what he

         wanted to be, he answered simply, “I’m going to play shortstop for the New York Yankees.” As Derek once told a reporter, they’d

         usually laugh and tell his parents, “You shouldn’t put those ideas in your son’s head.”

      


      

         Most kids have dreams similar to Derek’s. But just dreaming about doing something doesn’t mean it’s going to happen. The odds

         against such dreams coming true are astronomical.

      


      At any given moment there are only about five thousand players in professional baseball, less than a thousand in the major

         leagues. Each team in the majors, like the Yankees, has only twenty-five players. And of those twenty-five, usually only one

         or two play shortstop.

      


      Yet Derek was able to make his dream come true despite these nearly insurmountable odds. His parents taught Derek that the

         only way to make dreams come true is to work hard for them; and then, when they do come true, to keep on working hard. Those

         values have helped make Derek Jeter one of the greatest players in baseball, and one of the most popular. Today, he is the

         shortstop for the New York Yankees. His boyhood dream has come true.

      


      Since first joining the Yankees starting lineup in 1996, Derek Jeter has helped the New York team win four world championships

         and six pennants. He is considered one of baseball’s greatest players and has a chance to become one of the all-time greats.

         

         He is also one of the most popular players in the game, sometimes admired as much for his good looks and effervescent personality

         as for his athletic talents.

      


      “I’m living a dream,” he once admitted to a reporter. “If that’s the case, I don’t ever want anyone to wake me up.”


      Derek’s dream started about twenty-five miles west of Yankee Stadium in Pequannock, New Jersey, where he was born on June

         26, 1974, the first child of Charles and Dorothy Jeter.

      


      Derek’s father, Charles, had attended Fisk University in Tennessee on an academic scholarship. In order to maintain his scholarship,

         Charles had to put his studies first. But sports were also important to Charles, as they were to his entire family. Two of

         his relatives, including defensive lineman Gary Jeter, found careers in professional football.

      


      Despite his academic schedule, Charles still found time to play shortstop on the school team. Although he was a very good

         baseball player, he wasn’t quite talented enough to play professionally. After graduating with a degree in business administration,

         he entered the military service.

      


      

         While stationed in Germany, he met a young woman in the military named Dorothy Connors. They started dating, fell in love,

         and got married.

      


      There was just one problem. Charles Jeter was African-American. Dorothy Connors was white. This was during the late 1960s,

         when marriages between people of different races were rare. Such couples often encountered prejudice from those who thought

         that it was wrong for people of different races to marry one another. In some states, it was even illegal!

      


      But Charles and Dorothy didn’t allow that to stop them. They loved each other and were determined to make their marriage work.

         They returned to the United States and settled in New Jersey, near Dorothy’s family. A short while later Derek was born.

      


      Derek was a precocious young child and his parents doted on him, as did his many relatives. He was fortunate to grow up in

         such a warm and supportive environment. Derek has told reporters, “I’ll brag about my family all day long.”

      


      In 1979, when Derek was five years old, Dorothy Jeter had another child, a girl the Jeters named 

         Sharlee. With a growing family, Charles Jeter decided to return to college.

      


      He moved the family to Kalamazoo, Michigan, a small but vibrant city, and enrolled in Western Michigan University. Dorothy

         Jeter, who worked as an accountant, was able to get a transfer.

      


      Although Derek’s parents were often busy, they successfully juggled the demands of school and work to take care of their children.

         After Charles Jeter received his master’s degree, he went on to get a doctorate.

      


      Thanks to Charles, five-year-old Derek already loved baseball. Whenever Charles had the chance, he played pickup softball

         in the neighborhood. Derek loved watching his father glide across the ground to field the ball or get a hit and run around

         the bases. He wanted to be just like him and peppered his father with questions about baseball.

      


      Sometimes he would sit in Charles’ lap and look at his father’s scrapbook about his collegiate baseball career. Over and over

         again, Derek would ask his father to tell him about his best game and the biggest hit he ever had. Just over the fence in

         the backyard 

         of their home was the baseball field for Kalamazoo Central High School. Derek loved scrambling over the fence to play catch

         with his father on the diamond.

      


      Every summer they all returned to New Jersey to visit with relatives. When his parents returned to Michigan, Derek sometimes

         stayed behind for a few weeks with his grandparents, Dot and Bill “Sonny” Connors, and some of his cousins. Other than his

         parents, Dot and Sonny were the two most important people in his life.

      


      Most mornings, Sonny Connors was already gone when Derek woke up. Sonny was the head of maintenance for a large church and

         had to be at work at six-thirty in the morning. He never missed a day, not even when he felt sick. Everyone who knew him liked

         him. “That’s a lesson I learned from him,” Derek once told a reporter. “He didn’t make millions, but he affected many lives.”

      


      While his grandfather worked, Derek spent time with his grandmother. Dot Connors absolutely loved baseball, particularly the

         New York Yankees. She’d been a Yankee fan since she was a young girl, and she told Derek stories about some of the great Yankee

         

         players of the past, like Babe Ruth, perhaps the greatest slugger ever, or graceful outfielder Joe DiMaggio. At night, he’d

         sit with his grandparents and watch the Yankees play on television, often falling asleep in their arms.

      


      As soon as he woke up each morning he’d run to wake his grandmother. “All his cousins would still be sleeping,” Derek’s grandmother

         once told a reporter, “and Derek would say, ‘Come on, Gram! Let’s throw!’”

      


      Confronted with such enthusiasm, Dot Connors would laugh and soon follow her grandson outside. They’d spend hours throwing

         the ball back and forth. Even then he had a strong arm. Dot Connors recalls that his throws would almost knock her over.

      


      When Derek was six years old, Dot took him to Yankee Stadium to see the Yankees for the first time. He couldn’t believe how

         big the Stadium was or how green the grass was. He loved seeing the Yankees play.

      


      Over the years Derek and his grandmother made many more trips to Yankee Stadium. Dot Connors bought Derek Yankee hats and

         Yankee shirts, and he would proudly put them on before going to the 

         Stadium. He would even bring his glove along in case a ball was hit his direction. After the game Dot Connors would take Derek

         outside the Stadium to the players’ entrance and wait patiently while Derek got the autographs of his favorite players, like

         star outfielder Dave Winfield.

      


      This is when Derek Jeter began to dream. He wanted to play shortstop, like his father, and he wanted to play for the Yankees,

         his favorite team. Playing shortstop for the New York Yankees would be a dream come true.

      


      Although adults sometimes scoff at the dreams of young children, Derek’s family took him seriously. His mother once told a

         reporter, “We’ve always told our kids they could be better than anybody else.” When Derek told his father about his dream,

         Charles Jeter calmly explained to Derek that the only way to make his dream come true would be to try very hard and practice

         for hours.

      


      “If you are dedicated and you work hard,” he said, “all your dreams will come true.”


      Derek Jeter has never forgotten those words.


   

      Chapter Two: 1981–1989


      From T-ball to Prospect


      

         When Derek was six years old he began attending St. Augustine’s grammar school, a private Catholic school in Kalamazoo. Like

         most parents, the Jeters were a little worried about their son on the first day of school. But their concerns went beyond

         the normal anxiety a parent feels as a child grows up.

      


      Derek was of mixed race, part African-American and part white. Although the Jeters had taught Derek that racial differences

         didn’t matter and that all people should be treated equally, they knew that not everyone was so open-minded. They worried

         that once Derek started school he would be exposed to children who may have adopted their parents’ prejudices. Even though

         the schools in Kalamazoo were well integrated, children sometimes picked on those they perceived as being different, and Derek

         

         was different from many of his classmates. His parents were concerned that some black children might tease Derek about being

         white, and that some white kids would taunt him about being black.

      


      But the Jeters had prepared their son well. Derek had a great personality and a quick smile. He treated everyone with respect

         and was able to make friends with everybody, regardless of ethnicity. In fact, Derek’s racial heritage has never caused him

         a problem. He considers it an advantage. He once told a reporter, “No one knows what I am. I can relate to everyone. I’ve

         got all kinds of friends.”

      


      Derek’s parents always emphasized the importance of education to their children. “First of all,” his father has said, “we

         want them to do well academically.” They made it clear to Derek that school was more important than any after-school activity,

         even baseball. In fact, they used Derek’s love of sports to help motivate him.

      


      At the beginning of every school year they sat with their son and wrote out a contract. “The contract outlined study hours,

         curfews, and participation in school activities,” said Charles Jeter. Derek and his parents would discuss his goals and the

         things he 

         hoped to do away from school, like play sports and hang out with his friends. Then Derek and his parents would all sign the

         contract. If Derek fulfilled his part of the contract, his parents would allow him to do the things he hoped to do.

      


      Baseball soon became the focus of almost everything Derek wanted to do. Like many little boys, he started out playing T-ball

         before moving up to Little League when he was ten years old.

      


      Derek was a star from the very beginning. All the time he’d spent playing catch with his father and his grandmother had given

         him a very strong arm. He took the game much more seriously than most boys his age did.

      


      Derek’s father told him exactly what he would have to do in order to fulfill his dream. Charles didn’t ever want his son simply

         to depend on the fact that he was more talented than other boys his age. He explained to Derek that there would always be

         someone, somewhere, with more talent. Derek later told a reporter, “My folks taught me that there may be people who have more

         talent, but there’s never any excuse for anyone to work harder than you do — and I believe that.”

      


      

         Charles Jeter also tried to make his son understand what it was like to compete. When he played with Derek, whether it was

         a game of checkers or a game of basketball, he never let up to allow Derek to win. Instead, he showed his son what he would

         have to do to win on his own.

      


      When Derek moved up to Little League, his father served as his coach. Although Derek had played shortstop in T-ball, at their

         first practice, his father told him to play second base. At first, Derek didn’t understand.

      


      But Charles Jeter knew what he was doing. He wanted to teach Derek not to take anything for granted in baseball. He would

         have to earn his position just like everyone else on the team.

      


      Derek learned his lesson well. He played second as well as he could, and by the middle of the season he had played his way

         into the starting shortstop position.

      


      Already, people around Kalamazoo were talking about the great young baseball player named Jeter who was tearing up Little

         League. Yet as good as Derek was, his father patiently explained that he 

         had to be even better if he hoped to achieve his dream.

      


      “I wanted Derek to be an all-around player,” Charles Jeter explained years later. He told Derek that if he really wanted to

         play shortstop for the Yankees, being the best player in his league or even the best player in Kalamazoo wouldn’t be enough.

         He would have to try to be better. His mother recalled, “My husband always told Derek to compare himself with the kids who

         really wanted to play ball.”

      


      Part of becoming the best player he could be was learning to control his emotions. During one Little League game Derek came

         to bat against one of the best pitchers in the league.

      


      As the first pitch came in, Derek swung as hard as he could.


      Whiff! “Strike one!” said the umpire.

      


      Then the pitcher threw another one down the middle.


      Whiff! Derek swung through the pitch for strike two.

      


      Angry at missing the first two pitches, he told himself to be more patient. The pitcher wound up 

         and threw, and Derek watched the pitch pass by, certain it was a ball.

      


      “Strike three!” the umpire called. “You’re out!”


      Derek couldn’t believe it. He hardly ever struck out. He stormed back to the bench and complained loudly about the umpire,

         telling his father, “It’s a bad call!”

      


      Charles Jeter watched his young son continue to rant and rave for a few minutes, then stopped him. “You just swung at the

         two pitches before,” he said calmly. “Why would you complain about the umpire? Control what you can control.”

      


      Derek immediately realized that he was wrong. He shouldn’t have been angry with the umpire. He should have been angry at himself

         for swinging and missing at two pitches and putting himself at a disadvantage. The incident made an impression on Derek, and

         he has since told the story many times.

      


      In the evenings, after his team had finished playing, Derek, his parents, and his sister, Sharlee, would often hop the fence

         of the high school field to play some more. Derek has recalled, “I would go out and Dad would hit me a lot of grounders,”

         most of them almost out of his reach, so Derek could increase 

         his range. Charles taught Derek how to move his feet to keep his balance and to throw the ball quickly and accurately. Then

         Derek would practice hitting as his father threw batting practice. “My mom and sister would be in the outfield and would flag

         down all the balls I would hit,” he remembers.
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