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INTRODUCTION
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Albert Einstein dropped out of school when he was 15. Michael Jordan was cut from his high school basketball team. Walt Disney was fired from his first job because his boss thought he had no imagination.


Even if people call you the smartest person in the world, even if you’re the best basketball player ever, even if you’re the guy who invented Mickey Mouse, sometimes you fail.


This book is about Mark Trumbo. He’s a baseball player who hit more home runs in 2016 than any other major league player. He’s not as well-known as the legendary Babe Ruth or even his former Baltimore Orioles’ teammate, Manny Machado, but he has reached the top of a difficult game.


If you don’t know who he is, why should you read about him? Because, like a lot of famous and successful people, Mark has known failure. And that makes a good story.


He was born with talent, and has worked hard since he was 6 years old to make the most of it. But talent and hard work don’t always give you a clear path to glory. Sometimes, bad things happen that you can’t control, and how you deal with them can help or hurt you. How you deal with them makes you the person you become.


I have been a sportswriter for many years. I have traveled all over the United States, and have gotten to know some of America’s best athletes. They all have different stories about how they got to the top of their sports. I wanted to tell Mark’s story because, even if you don’t know anything about baseball, you can see how someone with a dream found a way around the things that made it hard to come true. Whether your dream is playing centerfield for the New York Yankees, or being the best science teacher ever, you will always find adventure along the way.


Like Mark.


Peter Schmuck
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CHAPTER 1



[image: images]


Yankee Stadium, September 2016


On the last Friday night of the regular baseball season, Yankee Stadium was packed with loud New Yorkers. It was their last chance to see their beloved team play this year. The Yankees were out of the playoffs, and, after Sunday, they were headed for the offseason.


Not so for their opponents in this three-game series. The visiting Baltimore Orioles were hanging on to the last spot in the playoffs. To get into the best position, they had to win here, right next to the original stadium known as “The House that Ruth Built.” That nickname for the former Yankee Stadium was a tribute to Babe Ruth. He was often called the game’s best player, and he was the first really famous one. For nearly 40 years, Ruth held the record for most home runs in a career — 714. For almost that long, he also held the single-season home run record — 60.


Now, almost 70 years after Babe Ruth died, one Orioles’ player had more home runs this season than any other major leaguer — Mark Trumbo. So far in this game, he had made outs in his first two at-bats, the first on a ground ball, the second on a fly. Now, in the fifth inning, it was his turn again to hit. He walked to home plate, scuffed the dirt with his cleats, and took a couple of practice swings. He looked out into the vast outfield. It was like an ocean of green under the bright stadium lights.


Mark was a long way from Southern California, where he grew up watching the local major league team, the California Angels, play in a stadium 15 minutes from his house. Now, standing at home plate in Yankee Stadium, it was almost 25 years since Mark’s dad had taken him into the backyard, handed him a tiny bat, and taught him how to hit a baseball. Now, that little boy had become a man with a chance to make history.


The road to the major leagues hadn’t been easy for Mark to travel. By the time he was 8, his baseball talent was clear to anyone who saw him play. But after high school, a major injury had forced him to learn a new position, had forced him to move through years of minor league baseball before he ever got here, to what the players call “The Show.” Now, he was a star, the home run champion for 2016. He had hit so many homers that year, the Orioles’ radio announcer started calling them “Trumbombs.”


The pitcher got the signal from the catcher. Mark went into his stance and stared at the mound. Was the pitcher going to throw a fastball? Curveball? Slider? Would Mark be able to see it leave the pitcher’s hand in time to read it?


He would. He did. The Yankees pitcher threw a slider that Mark saw coming. He swung hard and connected. The crack of the bat smacking the ball made the crowd groan. It sailed over the wall in left field for a 2-run homer. For Mark, it was Number 47 for the year.





CHAPTER 2
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The Pee Wee With Power


If you like to play baseball, or watch other people play, you want to be in Orange County, California. Just south of Los Angeles, it’s a warm-weather region that grows good players like Colorado grows mountains.


In this part of Southern California, baseball is played at a high level at every level, from Little League to high school to college to Major League Baseball (MLB).


Mark Trumbo was born in 1986. He grew up in Villa Park, in Orange County, and from the ages of 6 to 11, he played in Villa Park Little League. In high school, he played with and against other boys who would also grow up to play big league baseball, including Phil Hughes, who would pitch for the Yankees in the World Series in 2009. Another local kid, Brad Boxberger, also would become an MLB pitcher, for the Tampa Bay Rays a few years later.


Mark’s high school team, the Villa Park Spartans, is a Southern California powerhouse in baseball, and so is the local university, Cal State Fullerton. That city is next to Anaheim, home of the major league Angels.


Mark started playing Little League T-ball as a second-grader at Linda Vista Elementary School. He wanted to be a pitcher. He and his dad, Grant, spent a lot of warm evenings watching major leaguers play at Angel Stadium. Some nights, they could feel the thunder of fireworks going off from Disneyland nearby, lighting up the sky.


When Mark was little, the star pitchers for the Angels were left-handers, and Mark threw right-handed. But Mark was also a good hitter, so at first, his favorite Angel was an outfielder, slugger Tim Salmon.


In 1998, Angel Stadium added a rock formation with a waterfall behind the wall in left centerfield. Sitting in the stands, watching his team, Mark would imagine what it was like to be Tim Salmon, standing at the plate, waiting for a pitch he could knock into the rocks for a home run.


In 2002, when Mark was in high school, the Angels won the World Series behind the pitching of another favorite player, John Lackey. He was a tall, lanky, right-hander. By then, Mark, too, was a tall, right-handed pitcher. He, too, stared down high-school hitters from the mound, just like Lackey.


Mark’s best friends were Kurt Gottschling and Dane Ferguson. Mark met Kurt playing T-ball when he was 6. He already knew Dane, whom he met a couple of years earlier, according to Mark and his dad, while they were out walking their dog.


“We were 4 or so, and he followed us home,” Mark remembers. “My dad noticed after a while there was this kid who was too young to really know what he’s doing, so we turned around and walked him back to his house.”


Mark played baseball with and against both of them through Little League, and they all played on the same high school team. Today, they are men in their 30s, and they are still close friends.


Both Kurt and Dane say Mark was the best kid baseball player they ever saw. When other kids were struggling just to hit the ball off the tee, Mark was making solid contact, as if he were born to swing a bat. Even as a 7-year-old, Mark got noticed by adults.


Like other places, coaches for teams in the Villa Park Little League were mostly dads of the players. At the beginning of each season, team coaches would take turns choosing names from a list of kids who had signed up in each age group until everybody had a full team, and there were no more names. The process was similar to how professional teams choose players — that process is called a draft.


Mark was so good that all the Little League coaches wanted to draft him for their team. According to Grant, one season, when he was still in elementary school, Mark’s coach from the year before told his new coach, “‘If you don’t release Mark so I can draft him, I’m going to draft your son to play for me.’”


No coach wants his kid playing for another team. That’s how Mark ended up playing for the same team two years in a row.


By the time he was in third grade, Mark told his teacher, Brandi Aarvig, that he was going to grow up and play for the California Angels. (The team changed its name a few years ago, and now is called the Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim.)
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Mark started playing T-ball about the same time he learned to read.


SOURCE: TRUMBO FAMILY





But he wasn’t boasting, he was just stating the truth. In fact, Mark talked very little. He was a shy kid who was more likely to talk about a bad play he made than brag about the home run he just hit.


Recently, Ms. Aarvig remembered what other kids in the class would say when she asked them, “Who are you going to play today?”


“‘We’re playing Mark’s team,’” she remembers them saying. “‘We’re not going to win.’”


Mark was always tall for his age, and he stood out. He jokes now that all the photos from grade school show him standing in the back row. He also stood out because he was so much better at baseball than anybody else. But his friends, Kurt and Dane, also remember him as a kid who never bragged about himself, and never seemed to be very far from a ballfield.


It was in his blood.


His dad played baseball at the University of Southern California, which is in Los Angeles, and also is considered an historic college baseball power. So Mark had a pretty good coach right at home. Sometimes, his friends joined him in his workouts with Grant.


Both of Mark’s parents, Grant and his mom, Debbie, were engineers. That kind of work demands precision, and careful preparation. No surprise, then, that Kurt describes Grant’s workouts as “intense.”


Grant, Kurt says, “could tell how good Mark was at such a young age, and almost kind of wanted to live through Mark with baseball.”


Like Mark, Kurt said the workouts with Grant were tough love. It was tough, but it made you better at what you loved.


“Grant would pick us up in his station wagon and take us down to the field,” Kurt remembers. “I was 8 or 9 nine years old, and Grant would hit us ground balls on the Little League infield [from] 60 feet away, and hit them as hard as he possibly could. Balls would be bouncing off my chest, me and Mark.”
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Mark and his sister, Michelle, Christmas 1992.


SOURCE: TRUMBO FAMILY





He wasn’t doing it to be mean, but to show the boys how hard it is to excel. Kurt says that Grant showed them that you had to “catch the ball or you’re going to get hurt. He made us good players.”


Still, you wonder what Kurt and Dane’s mothers were thinking when their little boys came home from the playground with bruises all over their chests.


At first, Mark’s mom, Debbie, thought that the hard drills and long hours would make her little boy burn out on baseball. But like everyone, she learned that her kid was different from most others.


In addition to Little League, Mark went to special baseball camps during the summers. One day, after a long, hot workout at camp, he came home to get ready for a Little League game he had that was starting soon.


“I thought, well, this is when we’ll find out just how much he wants to play that game,” Debbie recalls thinking that day. “He got home from the game and asked his dad if they could play catch before it got dark.”


“When everyone was out skateboarding,” Mark remembers, “you could find my dad and me over at the middle school working on the game.”


“Even if it was pouring rain,” Dane says, “he and his dad were playing catch. He was always getting better.”


One day, everybody in Mark’s third-grade class at Linda Vista Elementary School made a ceramic tile with their name on it. Nearly 25 years later, a wall at the school is still covered with those tiles, but there’s no tile with Mark’s name on it. Recently asked about that missing tile, Ms. Aarvig guessed that, knowing Mark, he didn’t want to display it for everyone to see.


“He was a big, strong kid,” Dane says. But he might have been the quietest. “He was always one of the smarter kids in the class, [but he] was definitely shy.”
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