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Thank you to all of the readers of every age who have been on this journey with me throughout the series. Wishing you all the best in how your own stories unfold.






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,

Walk-Off 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.

Walk-Off is based on the lesson that life is a daily challenge. I hope readers recognize that every challenge is an opportunity for growth and that working hard to achieve goals brings the greatest fulfillment. Those are principles I have lived by in order to achieve my dreams. I hope you enjoy reading!
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DEREK JETER’S 10 LIFE LESSONS


	Set Your Goals High (The Contract)

	Think Before You Act (Hit & Miss)

	Deal with Growing Pains (Change Up)

	The World Isn’t Always Fair (Fair Ball)

	Find the Right Role Models (Curveball)

	Don’t Be Afraid to Fail (Fast Break)

	Have a Strong Supporting Cast (Strike Zone)

	Be Serious but Have Fun (Wind Up)

	Be a Leader, Follow the Leader (Switch-Hitter)

	Life Is a Daily Challenge (Walk-Off)








CONTRACT FOR DEREK JETER


	Family Comes First. Attend our nightly dinner.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	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 NEW BEGINNINGS


“That ball was outside!” Derek Jeter sprang up from his seat on the living room couch, his arms outstretched in protest. “Dad, that ump needs glasses.”

“Now, Derek, that was a borderline pitch,” Mr. Jeter replied, gazing at the TV screen as the dejected Tigers batter headed back to the dugout. “Give the umps a little slack. It’s a hard job.”

“I think the hitter should have swung,” said Derek’s little sister, Sharlee. Over the winter she’d become obsessed with baseball, and hitting in particular, mostly because their dad had started taking her along when he and Derek went to the indoor batting cages to practice.

“Who was that batter, anyway? I never saw him before,” Derek said.

“Jim Faye,” said Mr. Jeter. “He was in the minors last year.”

“There are so many new guys on the team,” Derek complained, sinking back down into his seat. “I barely know who’s who now. Where are all the guys from last year?”

“Well, they traded some away, let others go to free agency. The Tigers are rebuilding, Derek.”

“Why? They had a great team a couple of seasons ago.”

“Well, things change, Son. It’s a new season. New players, and a nice clean slate, too. Everyone’s in first place on opening day. Speaking of which, are you two excited for your leagues to start up next weekend?”

“Yes!” Sharlee exulted, bouncing up and down in her chair. “I can’t wait. I’m going to hit a home run every game this year!”

“She does have a mean swing,” Mr. Jeter said, glancing at Derek with a wink.

Derek laughed. “Hey, I’m just glad to get on the field again after all this time. It feels like years.”

Derek really was feeling jazzed about the new season. First and foremost he was now on the travel team. And unlike last fall, when practically all they’d done was practice, this spring would bring a whole slew of games against the stiffest competition in the region.

It made Derek feel like he was an elite player—at least in Kalamazoo. Of course, his dreams were much bigger. He wanted to be the best, not just in Kalamazoo but in the whole country.

On top of travel baseball, Derek would also be playing his final season in Junior League. Next year, in eighth grade, he’d move up to the Senior League, where the players were older, bigger, taller, faster, and stronger.

Derek himself had grown four inches over the past winter. If he kept it up, he might even get to be six feet tall, which would be really cool. Onward and upward, that was how he looked at it. Every day brought a new challenge, and he would work as hard as necessary to be ready.

“Derek!” his mom called from the kitchen. “Sharlee! Anyone going to clean up in here?”

Derek and Sharlee hopped up and went to help. Their chores around the house were all laid out in the contracts they’d signed with their parents. In exchange for privileges, they had clear responsibilities, and doing dishes after meals was one of them.

“There are so many leftovers,” Sharlee complained as she and Derek packed them up for later.

“Easter Sunday lunch,” their mom remarked, shrugging. “Should I have just made peanut butter sandwiches?”

“No!” Derek and Sharlee said at once, and they all laughed. Their mom had made a heaping feast, and Derek couldn’t imagine eating again till at least Tuesday.

“You guys ready to go back to school tomorrow?” Mrs. Jeter asked.

“Yes!” said Derek.

“No,” said Sharlee at the same time.

“What’s wrong?” Derek asked his sister. “You just had ten days off, didn’t you?”

“But it’s springtime,” Sharlee explained. “Finally. I want to be outside. Why can’t we have classes out on the lawn?”

“When you’re in charge of the schools, you can make those decisions,” Mrs. Jeter said, patting Sharlee on the shoulder. “And don’t forget to dry the frying pan.”

Sharlee moaned, but did as she was told.

Derek had had the same ten days off, but Sharlee had been hanging out with her friends the whole time. Ciara had been at their house almost every day over the break, and so had the Parker triplets—London, Adriana, and Abby. They’d driven Derek crazy with their talking and laughing and playing all kinds of games he wasn’t interested in.

His own best friend, Vijay, had been away with his parents, visiting family in India the whole time. Derek’s other best friend, Dave, had moved to Hong Kong with his parents the year before. His friend Avery, who lived across town, had gone traveling with her mom over Easter week, so Derek had spent a lot of time alone, getting a head start on reading assignments for school.

Last term he’d fallen behind in his schoolwork while playing both basketball and baseball. He’d done fine on his final grades, but not without a lot of hard work cramming at the last minute. He was determined to get ahead of the game this time around, because playing in two baseball leagues at once was going to eat up a lot of time between now and the end of June.

“Can I go over to the Hill?” Derek asked his mom. “I think Vijay might be home by now.”

“Sure,” said his mom. “Give him my best. Be back by six, okay?”

“We’re actually eating supper tonight? After that lunch? Seriously?”

“You’re a growing boy, old man,” his mom said with a wry smile. “You’re full now, but you’ve been basically a bottomless pit the last six months.”

He could tell she was happy that he’d gotten taller. For the longest time it had seemed like every other kid but him was growing into a man. Now he’d joined the party.

On the other hand, in a couple of months he’d be an actual teenager. The thought of it made him uncomfortable, and a little sad. Why did things always have to change? Why couldn’t life stay like it had been his whole life?



Vijay was already out on Jeter’s Hill (named for Derek because he spent almost every free minute there, playing ball). Vijay was playing catch with Harry Hicks, who also lived at Mount Royal Townhouses and whom Derek had known since he was a little kid.

Derek had never been happier to see his best buddy. They exchanged hugs and high fives with their mitts, and their elaborate secret handshake with their throwing hands.

Harry came over to greet him. “Hey, Jeter,” he said.

“How was Disneyland?” Derek asked him. Harry and his family had just returned from the West Coast, he knew.

“Awesome, but I might have outgrown some of the stuff,” Harry admitted. “My little sister went crazy for it, though.”

“So would mine,” Derek said, thinking of Sharlee and remembering how excited she’d gotten at that water park in New Jersey last summer.

“Hey, are you on the Yankees this season?” Harry asked him.

“No,” said Derek. “The Reds.”

“Bummer,” said Harry. “Hey, I’ve got to go. My grandma’s coming over this afternoon. See you guys in school.” Harry took off at a trot, checking his wristwatch.

“How about you, Vij? What team are you on?”

“Oh… me?” Vijay had a funny look on his face, almost like he was suddenly shy.

“You see anyone else here?”

“Um, I’m not playing ball this year,” Vijay said softly, looking away.

“Say what?” Derek couldn’t believe his ears. “But… we’ve been on the same team every year since…”

“Since the beginning,” Vijay said, nodding. “But for every beginning there’s an end.”

“You mean you’re not going to play ball again? Ever?”

“Well, like, here on the Hill, of course I’ll still play. But I’m just… I don’t know….”

Derek wanted to press the issue—to ask Vijay why. He just couldn’t understand.

Vijay had improved greatly over his years in Little League. He’d started as a complete novice and had wound up being an asset to the team. But he’d never been one of the better players. And while many of the kids had started their growth spurts already, Vijay hadn’t grown much at all the past year or so. He still looked for all the world like a fifth grader.

“Remember that kid last spring, who got his arm broken by a fastball?” Vijay reminded Derek.

Derek nodded. “He wasn’t on our team, but we all signed his cast anyway.”

“I’ll bet he’s not playing ball anymore either. I wouldn’t want to get hit like that. Some of the pitchers are six feet tall!”

It suddenly hit Derek that Vijay was really quitting the game. “Gee,” he said, feeling suddenly emotional. “It won’t be the same without you.”

“You’ll do fine,” Vijay assured him. “You’ve got what it takes, Derek. You always have, and you keep getting better every year. I’ve kind of hit my ceiling, if you know what I mean.”

Derek wanted to argue with him further, but Vijay preempted him. “Anyway, don’t feel bad on my account. I’ve got a new passion.”

“Oh yeah? What?”

“Are you ready?” Vijay asked, as if he were about to reveal the secret of the universe. Spreading his hands out and smiling blissfully, he said, “Video games!”

“Video games?” Derek repeated, confused.

“Derek, it’s a whole new world. No, a whole new universe. Wait till you try them.”

“I’ve tried them,” Derek said. “A couple of times. I think it was over at Jeff Jacobson’s house. Super Something Brothers…. It was pretty fun.”

“Super MARIO Brothers,” Vijay corrected him. “And now I have my own game console at home.”

“Wow, really?”

“My parents got it for me for my birthday, right before we left for India. I took it with me, and I was playing it half the time there. My parents even yelled at me because I was ignoring my cousins to play it. But, Derek, you can’t believe how much fun it is!”

“Well, next time I’m over at your house…”

“Totally. And guess what? Now there’s actually a real video game store in town, where you can go and play all these games on gigantic screens, and you can win tickets to redeem for prizes, and you can blow your entire allowance in one afternoon of supreme ecstasy!”

Derek had to laugh. He knew Vijay was joking, but he also knew that his friend meant every word. Vijay had already probably blown an insane amount of chore money at the new arcade.

Derek had seen the place from the outside—it was right across the street from the batting cages—but he’d never been inside. He couldn’t imagine having time for video games.

After playing catch with Vijay, Derek walked home feeling dejected. He’d been so excited about playing in two leagues, one with old friends and the other with new ones. But without his best pal, Little League baseball wouldn’t be what he had envisioned.

Last fall he’d worn himself out playing basketball and baseball at the same time. In fact, he’d wound up getting hurt and missing substantial chunks of the season.

Maybe I should just do travel team, he thought. Multiple games a week for the next two months was a lot, for sure. And travel back and forth ate up a lot of time too.

On the other hand, the more baseball he played, the better he would get—right? Derek was confident he could handle it, and also get his schoolwork done.

But it just wouldn’t be the same without Vijay.






Chapter Two ALL SHOOK UP


“Your attention, class.”

Derek quickly stopped talking to Gary Parnell and turned around to face front. Every other kid did the same. When Mr. Laithwaite called for attention, he got it.

“I know you’re all still buzzing with excitement from your spring vacations and want to tell each other all about it. But let me remind you that school is now back in session, and we have lots of work to do before we begin finals prep.”

Derek winced. When Mr. Laithwaite called for the class’s attention, it was rarely good news.

Derek had already begun thinking about finals, even though they were still six weeks away. He knew you could never do enough reviewing, and with so much time about to be eaten up by baseball, there’d be little time to study.

“I’m going to task you all with one more substantial project over the next month,” Mr. Laithwaite said, writing the word “ADDICTION” on the blackboard.

“You’re all going to be teenagers soon, if you aren’t already. As I’m sure you know, that presents a set of new and difficult challenges. Every day you will have to navigate a stormy sea of temptations, dangers, and disappointments.

“Ultimately you will chart your own course to adulthood, but I hope this assignment will give you a head start in defending yourselves against one of the chief dangers: addiction.”

He pointed to the big letters on the blackboard for emphasis. “This is your chance to educate yourselves beforehand. Forewarned is forearmed, as they say.” He looked around the classroom, catching every student’s glance in turn.

“Each of you will write a six-page paper, not including research citations, detailing every aspect of a particular addiction. You’ll have to visit the public library, as well as our own here at school, and do lots of reading on your topic, and on addiction in general. You will have four weeks to hand in your work. Questions?”

A murmur went through the room. Derek felt a shiver go up and down his spine. His parents had always warned him about addictions. In fact, his dad was a drug and alcohol abuse counselor. Mr. Jeter always kept his clients’ personal stories private, but he often spoke of the horrors that addiction can inflict on a person.

But that was not what had made Derek shiver. It was the prospect of all that extra work, suddenly thrust upon him out of nowhere. How was he going to have time to fit it all in and still study for finals while playing baseball in two leagues at once?



On Mondays, Derek’s mom always worked till six o’clock, because there was always extra work that had piled up over the weekend that had to be handled right away.

So Monday was Mr. Jeter’s day to prepare dinner. Because he worked at the university in town seeing student clients, his schedule was more flexible.

Derek and Sharlee were setting the table. “My teacher gives us so much work,” she was complaining. “Three whole sheets of examples, just in math!”

“You think that’s a lot?” Derek shot back. “Wait till you get to seventh grade. You have no idea.”

“Hmph,” said Sharlee, crossing her arms and scowling. “If you have so much work, how come you’re playing in two leagues when I only get to be in one?”

Derek made a face. Sharlee had a way of always putting her finger right on the sore spot. “It’s just different,” he told her. “You’ll see when you’re older.”

“Work is good for you,” said their father, who had evidently been listening while standing at the stove. “It helps you grow up right, and it keeps you on the straight path. Develops your character. Remember, nothing worth having comes easy, and you shouldn’t want it to. You should want to work hard for what you earn.”

Derek and Sharlee looked at each other, and Sharlee rolled her eyes, making Derek laugh.

“You think I’m kidding?” Mr. Jeter asked.

“No, Dad,” Derek said. “Sorry. Sharlee made me laugh.”

“Hey,” Sharlee said. “Don’t blame me. You cracked up on your own.”

“Okay, okay,” said their dad. “Dinner is ready. Sit yourselves down. Mom will be here any minute.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “In fact, she’s overdue.”

And just then the front door opened and Mrs. Jeter burst into the house. She looked excited and was wearing a big, broad smile. “Hello, everybody! How was your day?”

“Good.”

“Fine.”

They all replied at once.

“Well, ask me how my day was,” she told them.

“How was it?” Derek and Sharlee said.

“It was super,” said Mrs. Jeter. “I finally got my raise!”

“You did? Hooray!” said Mr. Jeter, taking her in his arms and giving her a big hug.

“Yay, Mommy!” Sharlee cried.

“That’s great, Mom!” Derek said, getting up and hugging her in turn.

Mrs. Jeter beamed. “And it came with a promotion, no less!”

“Wow! That’s fantastic, Dot,” said Mr. Jeter, taking her briefcase and setting it on a chair out of the way. “Come sit down and tell us all about it. Dinner’s just ready.”

“Thanks, Jeter,” she said, sitting down between Derek and Sharlee. “Well. It sure smells good.”

“Thank you, thank you,” said the chef, taking a seat himself. “Dig in, everyone.”

Derek had lost count of all the times his mom and dad had been worried about money. Now they’d have some breathing room, and even be able to put some funds aside for a rainy day—or for his and Sharlee’s college down the road….

And then he heard his father say some words that froze him to his chair:

“You know, Dot, now that we’re going to be more secure, maybe it’s time for us to think about moving to a house.”

WHAT? Weren’t they in their own house right now?

“But, Dad—” Derek began.

But his dad wasn’t finished. “You’ll be turning thirteen in a couple of months,” he told Derek. “And just look how tall Sharlee’s getting.” Sharlee beamed with pride at the compliment. “It’s time you each had a decent-size bedroom. It’ll be good to have a bigger place.

“Maybe even a house with a backyard where you two can run around and play catch,” Mrs. Jeter chimed in excitedly.

“Can we have a swimming pool in the backyard?” Sharlee asked, her eyes getting wide with anticipation.

“Well, maybe we can have a kiddie pool,” Mr. Jeter said. “That’s more than we can do here.”
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