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To the Jeter’s Leaders, who embrace what makes each of us unique and dedicate their lives to being role models in their communities


—D. J.





A Note About the Text


The rules of Little League followed in this book are the rules of the present day. There are six innings in each game. Every player on a Little League baseball team must play at least two innings of every game in the field and have at least one at bat. In any given contest, there is a limit on the number of pitches a pitcher can throw, in accordance with age. Pitchers who are eight years old are allowed a maximum of fifty pitches in a game, pitchers who are nine or ten years old are allowed seventy-five pitches per game, and pitchers who are eleven or twelve years old are allowed eighty-five pitches.




Dear Reader,


Fair Ball is inspired by some of my experiences growing up. The book portrays the values my parents instilled in me and the lessons they have taught me about how to remain true to myself and embrace the unique differences in everyone around me.


Fair Ball is based on the lesson that the world isn’t always fair. This is one of the principles I have lived by in order to achieve my dreams. I hope you enjoy reading!
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Derek Jeter




DEREK JETER’S 10 LIFE LESSONS


1. Set Your Goals High (The Contract)


2. Think Before You Act (Hit & Miss)


3. Deal with Growing Pains (Change Up)


4. The World Isn’t Always Fair (Fair Ball  )


5. Find the Right Role Models


6. Don’t Be Afraid to Fail


7. Have a Strong Supporting Cast


8. Be Serious but Have Fun


9. Be a Leader, Follow the Leader


10. Life Is a Daily Challenge








CONTRACT FOR DEREK JETER





1. Family Comes First. Attend our nightly dinner.


2. Be a Role Model for Sharlee. (She looks to you to model good behavior.)


3. Do Your Schoolwork and Maintain Good Grades (As or Bs).


4. Bedtime. Lights out at nine p.m. on school nights.


5. Do Your Chores. Take out the garbage, clean your room on weekends, and help with the dishes.


6. Respect Others. Be a good friend, classmate, and teammate. Listen to your teachers, coaches, and other adults.


7. Respect Yourself. Take good care of your body and your mind. Avoid alcohol and drugs. Surround yourself with positive friends with strong values.


8. Work Hard. You owe it to yourself and those around you to give your all. Do your best in everything that you do.


9. Think Before You Act.


Failure to comply will result in the loss of playing sports and hanging out with friends. Extra-special rewards include attending a Major League Baseball game, choosing a location for dinner, and selecting another event of your choice.










Chapter One



PLAYOFFS!





“Stee-rike ONE!”


Derek Jeter winced as he stared at home plate from the on-deck circle. His teammate, Dean O’Leary, had just let a very hittable pitch go right by him. The odds of getting another meatball like that were slim to none. After all, it was the sixth inning already, and there was still no score for either team.


Both the Dodgers’ pitcher and Dave Hennum, the Indians’ hurler (and one of Derek’s best friends), were at the top of their game. Neither team had gotten a runner past second base all day. If this game went into extra innings, both sides would have to reach for a relief pitcher.


It was the first game of the Westwood Little League playoffs. This year the league had restructured the playoffs. The top four teams were now playing each other in a round-robin. The top two finishers would go head-to-head for the league championship.


But that wasn’t all. In a new twist designed by the town, the winner of that game would then play the champion of the East Side league, for the first annual Kalamazoo Trophy!


The new format would make for four weeks of tension and excitement—if the Indians got that far. In his heart Derek was sure his team would win it all, including the Kalamazoo Trophy. With his dad as their coach, how could they not?


But Derek also knew that they still had to win the games, one by one. A loss to the Dodgers today would not knock them out of contention. But it might prove a fatal blow to their hopes in the end, so every at bat was important.


“Stee-rike TWO!” Dean had swung, but the pitch had already landed in the catcher’s mitt.


This Dodgers pitcher was a real fireballer. Derek remembered him from the regular season. The Indians had won that game 6–5 but hadn’t scored at all in this guy’s four innings on the mound. And so far today the Indians’ batters hadn’t even sniffed him.


Derek swung his bat rhythmically in the on-deck circle, getting ready for his turn. He blew out regular, big breaths, trying to stay relaxed and calm.


The next pitch to Dean was in the dirt, and he almost swung at it. But the ump held his arms out in the “safe” sign, ruling that Dean had checked his swing.


The count was now 1–2, with one out and nobody on. “Protect, protect,” Derek muttered under his breath, hoping Dean could read his thoughts and would make sure to swing at anything that was close to a strike.


The pitch came in. Dean watched it go by—right over the heart of the plate and down at the knees!


“Stee-rike three!” yelled the ump.


“What?” Dean cried, throwing his hands up. “That pitch was low!”


“Yer out!” the ump said. “Let’s go. Next batter.” Dean dragged himself away, groaning with frustration as he passed Derek on his way back to the bench.


Derek shook his head in sympathy, but he knew that Dean should have swung. The pitch might have been a little low, but it had been too close to let go by with two strikes. You never knew when an ump might miss a call. If you had to go down, it was better to go down swinging.


Derek set his feet in the batter’s box. He could hear his teammates cheering him on. The Indians had learned over the course of their season to pull together as a unit and to play for one another, not just for themselves.


That was a tribute to their coaches. Derek’s dad and Coach Bradway had made good players, such as Mason Adams, Jonathan Hogue, and Tito Ortega, better, and they’d made weaker players, such as Gary Parnell, Miles Kaufman, and Derek’s good buddy Vijay Patel, play to the best of their abilities.


The Indians might not have been the most talented team in the league, but here they were in the playoffs—and Derek was convinced that this was only the beginning.


He had been named their regular-season MVP. If anyone was going to be able to hit the fastest pitcher they’d faced all season, he thought, it was probably him.


Derek rubbed some dirt onto his hands to get a better grip on the bat and dug his toes in to get the best possible footing. He pointed the bat straight at the pitcher, as a reminder to himself to try to hit the fastball straight up the middle, and not swing too hard in a useless effort to pull the ball.


Here came the pitch, and Derek was ready. The fastball was over the heart of the plate, and Derek’s bat was there to meet it.


CRACK! The pitcher ducked. The ball was hit so hard that the center fielder couldn’t get into position before it skidded right by him.


Derek was almost to first base when he saw that happen, and immediately he was thinking triple. He rounded second, barely touching it with the outside of his right foot, and slid into third just in time.


Now it was all up to Dave. Derek clapped and yelled encouragement along with the rest of the Indians. Dave had all kinds of power, but he struck out a lot because his swing was like a golf swing—up and down and under the ball.


There was good reason for that. Dave had started playing golf as a young kid, and he played whenever he got the chance. His dream was to be a professional golfer. He’d learned baseball only a year before, with Derek doing most of the teaching.


Derek knew Dave would have a hard time hitting this pitcher. Derek had a feeling that if he wanted to score, he was going to have to do it on his own. So when he saw the 1–1 pitch hit the dirt and get away from the catcher, he took off, trying to steal home.


The catcher, who was just picking up the ball, saw Derek barreling toward him. Startled, he lost his grip, and by the time he wheeled around to make the tag, it was too late.


“SAFE!” called the ump, stretching his arms out wide. And just like that, Derek had stolen the lead for his team.


Dave proceeded to strike out, just as Derek had feared. Now it was the Dodgers’ turn for last licks. Dave was still on the mound, as he had been all game. He had been dominating the Dodgers hitters too, thanks to the wicked changeup that Derek had taught him early in the season.


Dave quickly fell behind the first hitter, 3–0. Derek didn’t know how many pitches Dave had already thrown, but it was easy to see that his friend was tired. He knew that if Dave didn’t get through this inning quickly, he’d reach his pitch limit. Derek snuck a peek at Coach Bradway, who was keeping the pitch count. He also happened to be Dave’s guardian, the person who looked after him whenever Dave’s parents were away on business—which was a whole lot. Chase (he liked to be called by his first name) was also the family’s driver. The Hennum family was rich—richer than anyone Derek or his other friends had ever known. After all, not everybody could afford their own driver.


After a called strike the hitter lofted a long fly ball to right. Vijay was out there, but he looked uncomfortable as he settled under the ball. The sun must have been in his eyes, because he ducked at the last moment.


The ball hit his glove, then popped back up into the air. Derek held his breath for one endless instant, until Vijay recovered his wits and, mercifully, caught the ball a second time before it hit the ground.


Well, that’s one out, at least, thought Derek. The next hitter lined the first pitch right at Dave, who at least managed to knock it down. It ricocheted off his glove over to Derek, who threw to first for the second out.


“Thanks!” Dave told him, relieved.


“Hey, what are friends for?” Derek said, and laughed.


Dave had to get just one more out—and he did, when the hitter swung at a 2–0 fastball and hit a fly ball to Gary Parnell in left, who put it away for the final out.


Game over. 1–0, Indians! The team had made Derek’s stolen run pay off. They were now 1–0 in the playoffs. As far as Derek was concerned, it was going to be clear sailing from here on in, all the way to the Kalamazoo Trophy!


“Hey, Dave,” Derek said as the two of them helped pack up the team’s gear, “don’t forget about next weekend.”


“Not a chance!” Dave said with a big grin.


For weeks the two boys had been planning a big overnight at Derek’s house. “You can come over right after the game,” Derek offered. “My folks said that whenever you come is good.”


“Cool. I just have to check with my folks, and we’re good to go.”


“Awesome!” Derek was happy and excited as he got into the car with his dad and Vijay for the drive back to Mount Royal Townhouses, where both the Jeters and the Patels lived.


It was early June. Summer was almost here. Soon he’d be vacationing with his grandparents, spending his summer on Greenwood Lake in New Jersey, and going to Yankees games with his grandma. Best of all, his team was going to win the Kalamazoo Trophy!


Oh, and the cherry on top? He and Dave were finally going to have their long-planned overnight at Derek’s.


For once in his life there wasn’t the ghost of a problem on the horizon, Derek told himself. Other than the team possibly losing next week—which wasn’t going to happen. What could possibly go wrong?







Chapter Two



THE BEST-LAID PLANS





“Come on, Dad. You know we’re going to win that trophy.”


Derek’s dad looked at him sternly from across the dining room table, where the family was seated for dinner. “Cut that out. Are you trying to jinx us?”


“Come on, Dad. You’re not superstitious, are you?”


“Who says I’m not?” Mr. Jeter kept a straight face, but he wasn’t fooling anybody. Everyone in the family knew when he was joking and when he wasn’t.


“Besides, it’s not just a matter of the coaches doing a good job,” Derek’s father went on. “If we’re going to get very far, you players have to bring your best effort every single game.”


“You know I will, Dad. You won’t have to worry about me.”


“No, I don’t worry about you. But I am afraid that some of the guys will be distracted, what with the end of school coming up, and summer just around the corner.”


“Plus there’s finals,” Derek said.


“Well, I wouldn’t want them to sacrifice studying. That’s their most important job right now. But hopefully they’ve still got some time left for practice. Speaking of which, how’s it going with your studying, Derek?”


“Fine.” Derek had put in two hours already today, and two the day before. He hadn’t even had time to get out and play ball on Jeter’s Hill, the small green space in Mount Royal Townhouses where he and his friends played ball whenever they got the chance.


“Daddy, I don’t have any finals,” said Derek’s sister, Sharlee, who had been listening, while scarfing down her mac and cheese.


“Well, aren’t you lucky?” said Mrs. Jeter.


Yeah, Derek thought glumly. Sharlee was lucky, all right. Things were so simple when you were in first grade.


“It’s not fair,” he complained, half-joking. “I’ve got all this work to do. I’ve been hitting the books every single day for the past two weeks!”


His mom and dad smiled and exchanged a wink. “Good for you, old man,” Mrs. Jeter said.


“You won’t be sorry,” added his dad.


Derek wasn’t really jealous. He loved Sharlee, and the two of them got along very well most of the time. Still, it hurt to be chained to his books right now, just when the Indians were getting so close to glory.


“So, since my T-ball season is over and I don’t have any finals, can I take karate class?” Sharlee suddenly said. “Ciara’s doing it. Can I do it too? Please? Pretty please?”


Ciara had been Sharlee’s best friend ever since the beginning of the school year. Everything either of them did, the other wanted to do.


“Oh, I don’t see how you could,” Mrs. Jeter said. “Remember, Sharlee, you and Derek are leaving for Grandma and Grandpa’s house right after July Fourth, and you’ll be gone six whole weeks. I don’t want you starting something and then dropping out a month later.”


“But, Mommy, this is a one-month class!” Sharlee cried. “See?” She took a piece of paper out of her jeans pocket and handed it to her mother.


“ ‘One-month free-trial beginners’ class,’ ” Mrs. Jeter read. “Well. That certainly is convenient. What do you think, Jeter?”


Mr. Jeter thought for a moment, then said, “I don’t see why not, Dot. Sharlee needs something to do between now and New Jersey.”


“Woo-hoo!” Sharlee exulted, doing a happy dance in her chair.


“And goodness knows she needs an outlet for all that energy,” Mrs. Jeter said. “Not to mention that it’s free. Can’t beat the price, huh?”


Derek winced. He would have liked to try karate himself, but he knew his parents wouldn’t go for it. They would point out that there were finals to study for, and that his baseball team was in the playoffs, and ask him how he planned to balance all those things. He decided not to even ask. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that it wouldn’t be a good idea to split his focus any further.


“Oh!” said Mrs. Jeter suddenly. “That reminds me, Derek. Your eleventh birthday’s coming up in three weeks. Have you thought about what you want for a present?”


“Um . . .” Derek froze. He’d forgotten all about his birthday! Normally he would have rattled off six or seven things he wanted. But just now he couldn’t think of a single thing.


“Maybe a party at the batting cages for you and your friends?” his dad suggested.


“The ones on my team,” Derek said. “The ones we’re playing against don’t need any extra help!”


“So, that’s it?” his mom asked. “Nothing else?”


“Umm . . . can I think about it?”


“Sure, but don’t take too long, old man. Your dad and I both have a busy week ahead. We can’t be doing a lot of last-minute shopping or planning.”


Suddenly it came to him. “You know what I’d really like? It’s not actually a thing, so you wouldn’t even have to go shopping.”


“Well?” his dad said. “Come on, let’s hear it.”


“Do you think I could maybe . . . bring a friend with me to Grandma and Grandpa’s house this summer? I mean, just for a week or so.” He flinched, expecting them to say no right off the bat.


But they didn’t. “Hmm,” his mom said thoughtfully. “I wonder if they’d be okay with that. What do you think, Jeter?”
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