Best friends and football: The story of
Dubinsky, Schmauch and the Jordans

As a late-August night sky draped Hs darkness over Ravenna, a light billowed out {from the barn of Jake
Schmauch's house,
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The laughter and chatter of volces danced out the raised door like i always has,
For decades.

Football is the spotlight tople and four forever friends are holding courl once agaln.
Bretl Bubinsky, Fd Jordan, Lee Jordan and Schimatch are in storytelling mode,
Memories of games, players and unusual circumstances.

Emolions of wins, losses and everything in between, including the 1994 Ravenna Rams national
championship.

And a litthe razzing of each other. There is always room for thal.
Bul regardless ol age, that is what good friends do.
Football helped forge a friendship between the four that will never fade,

Countless hours Logether night after night sharing In the love of the game, community and players
created a bond so strong that not even verbal fights or threats to quit were powerful enough to break up
the group.

In fact, one close call led Lee Jordan to sit outside Schmauci's house In a lawn chair, with a case of
beer, walting for the stubborn Schmauch to come outside and make amends,

it worked and all was soon forgotten.
The power of friendships and football.

The group, all Ravenna High School graduates, coached together from 1985 through 2021, Twenty-six
years all together, beginning with the Ravenna Rans, reraining when the youth foothall namesake
changed to Ravens {don't get Dubinsky started on that) and then anto Jim Lunardi's high school staff in
2004,

"Some guys hint, some guys play goll. We coach football,” Ed Jordan sald,
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Ed Jordan was the first to getinto coaching youth football, Joining the staff of Bill Thompson's
Rootstown Wrens back in 1973,

Thompson Is a foothall legend In Porlage County. Dubinsky calls him a “giant”

Thampson first established the Ravenna Rams, alongside Joe Meduri and Bob Nader Sr, and worked to
provide the Rams all of the best, including uniforms (brown, orange and white at the time to mimic the
Cleveland Browns), equipment and even would charter buses for road games.

£d Jordan Jumped over to coach the Rams alongside Brett's older brother Dave Dubinsky, who would
later go on to coach the Southeast Bigh School program throughout the 1990 and early 2000%,

Brelt Dublnsky joined the Rams’ coaching stafl in 1975, then coached the varsity group from 1978 to
2003.

Lee Jordan, Dubinsky's lifelong friend, began coaching In 1976.
Schimauch, the self-proclaimed "new guy” joined the Rams In 1990,

I never had any Intentlon of belng a coach,” Schmauch sald,
"When my boys played, | would Just hang around practices,
pacing up and down the end zone. Eventually, | just got
latched in with these guys. | am so glad that | did, though,
hecause It gave me a lifelong connection and | feel really
lucky for that.”

Their passion was imminent from the start as all four
worked {ull-tlime jobs before spending every night at
practice. Ed Jordan worked as a welder for Buckeye The 1979 Ravenna Rams youth
Pipeline. Lee Jordan worked for Davey Tree. Dubinsky football team.

warked for Duracote and Schmauch worked for H&M Metal

Processing.

Each eventually found thelr own voice and coaching style, but early on, atieast for Dubinsky, it was as
simple as trying to follow the biueprint of the menlors he idolized so much,

"For me, all | was trying to do was emulate the coaches that came before me like Bill Thompsaon,” Brett
Dubinsky sald. "They were the example that had already been set and and lald the amazing groundwork
for what Ravenna Rams football was all about. They had set the standard, and 1 did not want to let them
down."

Thompson was a vistonary in all aspects. Uniforms, scheduling, equipment, communily outreach and
even B-rillimeter reel filin sesslons at his West Maln Street home Just beyond Brown Middle School,

Those film sesslons eventually shifted to the second floar of Schmauch's barn, Every Sunday night at 6
P, '

Atime to review, prepare and be friends.,
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The grotp credits Lunardi with giving them the boost of energy they needed.
A “second life,” according to Schmauch,

While they all stili loved coaching kids, loved coaching football and loved doing it together, the
opportunity to join Lunardi’s high-school staff in 2004 presented a challenge for them to try to prove
themselves all over again,

“I think some of us heard the rumblings,” Dubinsky said. "The questions on why Lunardi would want
youth coaches on hls staff. Maybe there was a stigma that a youlh coach couldn't do the job at the
high-school level. We were determined to the best we could for Jimmy and show thal we belonged.”

And they did.
Lunardi knew they did and Ravenna High School began celebrating league championships together.

It extended the group's opportunity to connecl with kids and let football be a vehicle to teach them
about life,

New memories to join the old ones and the names of players jump In and out of stories.

Marcus Sanders, Damien Fortson, Erie Horner, Bobby Yales, Henry Henderson, Brian Coman, Catl Dartis,
Sonay Ray Jones.

Or Willie Ross, who name brings laughter from the group, as he is remembered nol only for being a
great player, but also for the ime that Schmauch got tao close and oo Involved In an Oklahoma drill
and Ross landed on his leg and broke it

The names seem to begin to drift off into the air. Not because any one of them lack importance, but the
group can seemingly keeping nraming them off effortiessly,

That Is the way it goes, though, when players become an extension of family.

“When we coach a kid, it is like they become part of our families, They become our sons! said
Dubinsky, who is the anly one of the group still coaching as the running hacks coach for first-year head
coach Joe Callihan's staff.

"We see them later in life, they are probably In their 30's our 40's, bul | see them as the kid that |
coached. They are stlll a kid to me. And they are still our boys,” Lee Jordan said.

“We took pride in teaching them footbali, but also watching oul for them,” Dubinsky said.
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The group grew up playing In backyards or wherever else they could get free space and enough friends
togjether.

Even the parking lot of the old Acma building was a foothall haven for them as kids,

“Ravenna football was il It was everywhere. On Friday night for games, everyone was there. We grow
up with that. It just became part of everything we did.”

Foolball was the constant through their youth, high school and then adult lives,

“We are fends outslde of foothall, Our families are friends. We have fun together, When we coach
together, it doasn't feel like work, because we are basically just hanging out with owr friends. And we are
excited to do it alt year because foothall never stops,” Ed Jordan sald,

But not everything was perfect all the time.

"There were times we would fight like brothers, bul you know what, we would always come back
tagether like brothers, toe,” Ed Jardan said.

Gefore caller ID was common, thete were times tiey would
disgulse their volce when cailing each other after a
disagreerment or blowup in attempl to allow the
conversation to even gel started on smoothing things over,

"That would lead to quite a bit of laughter, Lee Jordan said.

The perfect lcebyeaker to bounce back from an argument.

The 1994 Ravenna Ravens youth
In the end, though, it was like they all knew lootball would football team thal went undefeated

puli them back logether regardless of haw big the argument  and won the nalional championship in
was. Fiorida.

It was easy, according to Lee Jordan, hecause “we all had
the same commen goals.”

"We all just have the mentalily of gelling the job done,” Schmaueh said, "We all altached the same
challenges with the same hard work.”

The results and the retationships took care of themselves from there.

"We met a fot of good people,” £d Jordan sald,

“Coached a lot of great kids and met a lot of great {amilles,” Dubinsky said,

"It ks special, when you are out at a place and a former player runs up to vou and says, ‘Hey, coach! That
Is our pay.”

And no money could malch that feeling or replace all of the memories created along the way.

"Who knows what 1 would have missed out on if we had not kepl coaching. A lot of special times, | am
sure of thal, and a lot of epportunities to make a difference in a kid's life,’ Dubinsky sald. *I am proud of
what we did logether”

There would not have been any other way.
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The story of how Larry Bailey became
Coach Bailey

God's plan for Larry Bailey was to fish and play basebalil.
Or, at least, that is what he once thought.

Turns out he has always loved those things, but Bailey's impact has extended far beyond those two
hobbies,

He has reached thousands of students and athletes in a 40-year career that has seen him enter as
the rookie coach and ascended to one of the most iconic running coaches in Chio high school
history.

And that is if you only want to look at numbers like Bailey's 100 state qualifiers, 33 All-Ohioans, four
state champions, eight state runners-up, 210 boys track dual-meet wins, 478 dual-meet cross
countiy wins.

Those all have their place in the spotlight, but when you coach for as long as Bailey has, the
numbers are not what the career was ever about.

“It's always about the kids,” Bailey says with sincerity.

And you know he means it.

ltis why he was strongly against the school's new all-weather track being named in his honor.
But make no mistake, Rootstown is as much Larry Bailey as Laryy Bailey is Rootstown.,

At 66 years old, he is still a machine.

He is approaching 53,000 career miles run and adds to the total almosl daily as he still runs with his
cross country team just like he did when he was hired in 1982,

He enjoys the competition, the coaching and the kids just as much now as he ever has.
Coaching is where he likes to be, but he admits to a simple thought,

“If it wasn't for my mother, who knows where | would be.”
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Bailey was born in 1956 in Parkershurg, West Virginia.
He spent his formalive years living in Harrlsville, West Virginia.
It is a small town and during his youth, it had one main dirt road that lead in and out of town.

Cars were around, but not in abundance and it was a four-mile walk into town and a four-mile walk back
out,

A trek Bailey made frequently with his family as a 4-year-old.
“Itis just the way it was, | didi't know any different,” he said.

Bailey moved with his family to Rootstown when he was 5. His mother, Evelyn Jean Batley, raised him
and his two siblings by herself while also working 12 10 14 hour days at her beauty shop called Valley
Beauly.

She eventually became a real-estate agent and became one of the top sellers in Ohio multiple times.

"I have an incredible mom. She did everything for us, and | owe everything to her. She loved us and
worked hard to give us whal we needed,” sald Bailey. "l remember she would go to work all day, stop
working to come watch us play sports, then go back to work. She always made time for us.”

Bailey's childhood is when he, unknowingly at the time, began his love for Rootstown,

Like many children his age, playing outside was the place to be and Bailey would spend his doing a little
bit of everything, but usually gravitating back to haseball and basketball,

The basketball hoop in his home's targe driveway attracted other kids and games would go on for
hours. The driveway became such a soclal connection that it became the bus stop because all the kids
would congregate there.

The neighhoring families all looked after the children.

"Thatis why [ love Rootstown so much. My mom is special, that will never change, but Rootstown
raised me too. My teachers, my coaches, they all helped make me who | am.”
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As a kid, baseball was Bailey's favarite sporl. He bal lead-off and played middle infield.

He fell in love with basketball when he walked into a friend’s house and the Philadelphia 76ers were
playing the Boston Cellics on television.

Wilt Chamberlain vs. Bill Russetl.

That was his Introduction to the sport and it made an impact on him. He never stopped playing
haseball, but it now had a competitor In basketball.

He became his team’s captain In eighth grade as a "5-fool-7 skinny guard.”

“Beetle” as his friends would call him, a nickname Inspired by the Beetle Balley comie strip, attended
basketball open gyms during the sumimer heading into his freshman year, He was constantly
overlooked and picked over by the coaching staffl and it eventually led him to move on from baskelball,

Bailey slopped playing baseball just before high school when he showed up for a practice and the
coach was an hour-and-a-half late.

He decided 10 focus on track and cross country,

Bailey was not particularly fast and not strong enough for field events so the coach tried to convince
him to run distance.

I will never run distance,” Bailey rermmembers saying.

That changed during gym classes his freshman year when the class was asked Lo run for time and
Bailey's time consistently was the hest in the class.

He soon became one of the better runners in the county with the fastest imes before graduating from
Rootstown in 1974 alongside 128 classmates.

He started school in 1st grade since it was not a reguirement to attend Kindergarten at the time, so he
spent four years in each of the buildings on the Rootstown campus. First through fifth grade in the
elementary building, sixth through ninth in the middle school building and sophomore through senior
years at the high school building.

Bailey reimembers being an elementary student when the district was buitding on the wing of the
building that would become the field house.
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Bailey was the first In his family 1o go to college, and he attended Malone University and ran cross
counlty for legendary coach Jack Hazen, who coached two Olympians and served on the track and field
competiion management team for the 1996 Summer Olymples in Atlanta,

When Bailey arrived, the team was ranked third In the nation and had five All-Americans.

His tirmes were competitive with his teammates and he placed well, hut Bailey eventually transferred 1o
Hiram and fettered in cross country.

He took out a $2,000 foan to enroll in classes.

“That was a mistake, because | coutdn’t afford it al the time,” Balley said. "l realized | couldn't stay al
Hiram, beecause |ran out of money. But that is where | fearned 1o work hard and it is where | learned that
you treat all kids the same no maller what their talent level is or what their situation is”

Balley's third college stop was at the University of Akron, where he pursued an accounting degree.

"I reallzed, though, that the idea of spending my career in a cubicle and counting numbers was not
going to be a good (it for me,” Bailey said.

And his eareer path to become an educator began,

WELCOME BACK HOME

Once he graduated, he admits that the plape was not necessarily to return 1o Rootstown.
Circumstances, though, seemed to have him aligned with his hometown.

He married his wife of 42 years, Debbie, In June and then was hired by Storybook Daycare In Ravenna In
1980

“I was the first male hire they ever made. | loved it there and the kids loved me,” sald Balley, who
remembers that it patd $2.30 per hour and that his wife's income was less than that.

‘Two months later, in August, Bailey was still without a teaching job until Rootstown called him to offer
him an opportunity to Join the staff as a part-time tutor, Soon after, they needed him to be a full-day
tutor and he was hired for an annuat contract of $8,000.

"There were nights | would go fishing for our dinner,” Bailey said, admitting it was a struggle. 't
remember collecting $2 by picking up change off the sldewalk 1o fix a fiat tire on my cay, so | rode my
bike to school while | walted for that”

Bailey spent three years as a tutor at Rootstown and was hired by Superintendent Don Crewse tn 1984
1o hecome a fifth-grade teacher, His salary Jumped to $17,000 a year,



‘I thought 1 had hit the lottery. It helped us buy our first house,” Balley said. m F o?"

Bailey spent 25 years as a fifth-grade teacher. First, he taught
all subjects, but eventually was assigned science.

Life inside Bailey's classroom was always full of excitement
and an enthusiasm for learning.

Teachers would confide in Balley that it was tough for them
to keep their students focused in their classroom because they would talk about how excited they were
to get to Bailey's nex! science project.

Hands-on projects that included props, messes, loud noises, laughter.

They would throw things around the room to show inertia, build things to show mechanical advantages.

It is not what textbooks said learning should look like, but
Bailey knew what he was doing.

He was delermined to make learning fun.

‘I would have them from the get go,” said Bailey, whose last

{ew years before retirement were as an elementary Physical
Education teacher. “They would enter the classroom every
day so exciled to learn something new. They were excitedto  The Rootstown High School boys and

see what was next. They absolutely loved it. Here is the girls cross country teams from the fall
thing, though, so did 1" 2017 season, which was Bailey's 35th

at the school.

That fun, unplanned by Bailey, was also destined for the
basketball gym.

“When Don Crewse hired me, he said, '0Oh yea, by the way, you're also the freshman boys basketball
coach’,' Bailey sald with a laugh. “I told him | would do whatever he said. If he wanted me to drive the
bus, be the janitor, didn't matter”

His coaching career had officially begun.
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Bailey's career as a basketball coach at Rootstown would span 35 years and include mulliple age
groups, as well as coaching boys and girls.

His career as a cross counlry and track coach officially began as a volunteer assistant and helped
introduce ideas that pushed the program to successes they had never experienced before,

The head coach at the time withessed Bailey's ability to inspire the runners and implement plans to
maximize their potential and recommended he become the new head coach.

By 1985, Bailey helped guide the Rovers to their first trip to the state championship,
“I think it was the first time that anyone had believed in them to do something like that," Bailey said.

It was nol long after that Rootstown had its first state champion in Ronnie Nipuelio in 1990 in the 400
meters, Josh Morgan was the hext state champion in 1996 in the 3,200 meters, then David Paliscak
joined the group in 2013 in the shot put.

Bailey has coached eight state runners-up, including 1992's 4x400 relay 1eam of Lewis Gibson, Bruce
Rowe, Evan Waligura and Eric Ferren, that lost by a hundredth of a second, The group still holds the
school record at 3:22.25.

In cross country, Bailey's 1985 Rovers became the first school in Ohio history to have both the boys and
girls teams qualily for the state championships in the same season. A feat they repeated again in 1987,
then followed by the boys qualifying in 1995 after Josh Morgan and Bob Elder took first and second
place, respectively, at the regional-qualifying race.

Naturally, all the heights of success have led to Jab offers from elsewhere for Bailey, but time and time
again he has politely declined them hecause Rootstown is where his heart is.
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Balley's age Is the only thing that has changed.

In many ways, he is still the same kid that filled his summer days with sporls and fishing.

He still runs and trains with the teams that he coaches Just as he did the year he was hired, and his
groups revel In the idea that he stil does it.

When he was younger, ivls runners loved the challenge of trying to beat thelr coach. Now, some of that
corpetition still exists, but Balley admits he is not as fast as he ence was.

Regardiess, his continued training goes heyond the competition, 1L is a mindset and a lifestyle.

"t believe that as long as 1 am alive, | want to be the best version of me | can be,” sald Batley, who still
holds one of his career achievements as being chosen, at age 46, by Antoio Gates to play on his team
in & pick up basketball game at Kent State. "t just fove to run. | fove the workouts. | enjoy them. | hate
recovery days. | understand why they are important and why we do them, but | look forward (o the
workouts.

"So many leams and runners have said that they think the best thing | do ts run with them. They love
that. If it Is pouring rain, | am running with them, If it s cold and snowing, | am running with them. If It is
90 degrees, | am running with them.”

And he is still a farmer.

As a child in West Virginia, both s grandfather Bailey and Walton owned 160-acre farms fifled with
caitle, sheep, chickens and more.

"We lived off the tand, and | remernber there was a rule that you don't come home until your buckets
wore full, so we had to walk the hills and pick the berries.

“Growlng up as a kid, | just thought everybody had a smoke house In their back yard or that they had to
purp to get thelr water, { didn't know anything else.”

Balley owns 5 acres In Rootstown on Tallmadge Road and has long filled it with cows, pigs and
chickens,

They haivest hickory nitts, walnuts, pears, apples, peaches and berries.

They have approximately 500,000 bees,

"I was mowing the other day and when | mowed around the hives, you could smell the honey. Some
people bowl, some people golf or whatever their hobby is. My hobby is farming.”

Just another part of his plan that thousands of Rovers can feel blessed has forever Included
Rootstown.
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Streetsboro sophomore Makayla Claflin’s
inspirational fight to defeat leukemia

Time flics they say.

Stacy Claftin knows Ihat 1s not alyays true.

Sometimes, time can trudge along.

Painstakingty slovs. |

“Two and a half years Is a hiell of a fong time," she satd,

Stacy and her hushand Rod, Streetshoro resldents, spent 8145 days Rlled with grief, stress, hope and love as their year-old davghter
Makayla began the fight for het life after she was diagnosed with leukemia.

They walched the hlood-cefl canges weaken their once energelic and active daughier.

Itstole part of her childhood, produced many sicepless nighls ond introduced an avalanche of frightened anxtety.

The slory of Makayla's devastating diagnosts, causageous battle snd survivorship began in the summer of 2016 when a serles of sympioms
kegan te surface that changed the family's life forever,
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Makayla's official diagnhosis day, but everything began in the early summer months of 2016 when she began to experience symptoms largely
underlined by fatigue.

From the time she was 3 years old, Makayla had played soccer and was active, busy and involved,

Suddenly, she was so tired that she was in bed by B o'clock.

Then she began to have pains In her back, which inilially were thought to be the cause of an Increased number of soccer games played,
Then her leg began to hurt, which was orlginally thought to be growing pains,

Then the orbit of her eye began to swell, which was first diagnosed as a sinus infection.

Then she began lo run a high fever,

"As a parent, you know when something is wrong, and | knevs it Stacy said.

A serles of lests confirmed that Stacy was right.

Something was wrong and the whirlwind had begun once the words were delivered by the doctor.

"I remember asking the doctor, how do you tell your child that they have cancer?” Stacy sald. “As a mom, you do everything in your power lo
protect your children, then you are sliting at a desk signing stacks of consent papers 1o sign off that everything from that point forward
could potentially be life threatening.”

Rod and Stacy told Makayla of her diagnosls the following day - Aug. 18, 2016.
“She took the news about as well as you could expect from someone 9 years old)" Stacy said.
Makayla knew she was sick, but admits that she did not understand the severity.

“t was so slck that | don't really remernber much about those couple of days,” she recalled. "I don'l really remember the car ride to the
hospital. | remember not heing able to read the road signs very well because they were so blurry. After a lillle while, | realized that this was
something pretly serious, 1 was staying at the hospital night after night. t was missing school. | wasn't playing sports anymore, | started to
realize that this was something different”

After dlagnosis, Makayla's near non-existent immune system forced her to spend the next 35 days in the hospital,

Her fight had begun.
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Just like that, there was no school, no friends, no soccer.
Radiation treatments ravished Makayla's body.
She lost her hair four different times,

She repeatedly had 1o work through colitis, clostridioides difficile (C. diff) and a multitude of infections.

But there were also some angels along the way. ]

Teachers volunteered time to tutor Makayla while she was in the hospital.

Mrs. Ondash, Mrs. Rimmel, Mr. Skeels, smong others, all became an exlended part of the Claflin family.

“They were all so speclal,” Makayla said, "We definitoly
formed strong bonds and looking back, | can't believe how
much they did. They were there for me when { needed it

S0 was Makayla's soceer team,

One day while she was at the hospital, the team organized a
window visit complete with signs and well wishes, while
other days, in Makayla's solitude, she turned to musie as her
outiet. In fac, one day she accidentally pulled out her port
because of her dancing.

Makayla sits in her hospital room with
Streetshoro teachers Mrs. Ondash
(lefl) and Mrs. Rimmet {right).

And, of course, mom,

“She was always there. Always there for me,” Makayla said.

Once doctors identified remission for Makayla, she was cleared to go home. A small victory, hut
cerlainly not removed from the struggle.

Lvery time she had a fever over 100.4 degrees, she had to be taken to
the hospital for evaluation.

"We were constantly monitoring her health. 1t was overwhelming, it
took over our lives, but it is what we had 1o do,” Stacy said.

And the hurt found new ways to penetrale.

Duting Makayla's treatments, the Claflins had become very close with
two families, who also had very young girls bravely fighting against
leukernia, Makayla had become close friends wilh the girls, who both,
sadly, lost their battfe,

Makayla looks down from
her hospital window to see

"We were completely devastated,” Slacy said. “You don'trecover from  her leam with signs and well
that, and we never did. We never will." wishes during a window visit.

Makayla said she thinks of her (riends often.
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“To this day, It still hurts, It stili stings,” she sald. "Every birthday that passes, It stings more. 1 think about them a lot, and | battle agalnst the

survivor's guilt that | feel, They should stifl be here!”

Everylhing aboul the fight was blurring days together.

Finlsh ines seemed so distant that they appeared unattainable.
Each day was another etemnity.

And then eteimnily happened to exist In the middle of December,

DECEMBER 10,2018

The day Makayla, then a sixth-grader, got to ring the bell as a celebration for her final day of chemotherapy treatment,

Streetshoro Mayor Glenn Broska declared the day Makayla Claflin Day throughout the city.

The scheol held a huge pep rally complete with celebratory speeches, inflatable slides, balloons and moare.

Makayla had won,

it was a momenl of happiness, without question, but also a reminder that her fourney was still not over,

“{ thought that when | finished my treatment, that my life would go back to normal,” Makayla
sald. “That Is not how Rt was and it s not how it has been, My body may have won, but it has not
recovered yet. | am still constantly tired. | am more prone to injury. | get sick easy. My health is
stiil being monitored. There is still a lot of damage that the chemo treatments have left on me,”

Bul she Is alive,

And smling.

{ter eyes beam with enthusiasm when she talks about her achievements, with each ane holding
a big status In her heart because of what it has taken her to get there.

She made a successful return to soccer, ran cross country and celebrated survivorship In 2022,

Unexpectedly, another milestone night awaited her this soccer season,

Makayla shows off the cupcakes her family
got to celebrate the anniversary of hor
ringing the bell and the end of her
chemotherapy treatments.
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The night Makayla, now a sophomore, started her first high school soccer game.

it came as a suiprise,

Nobody had told her ahead of the game and she found out by hearing her niame being called by the public-address annauncer,
“No. 7, Makayla Claflin” poured oul of the speakers as she Jumped forward and sprinted ou of the team tunnel,

It was her moment,

"That was a big milestone for me,” sald Makayla, who also said some of her best
friends, Madelyn Genovese, Lydia Schofield and Grace Thompson, were just as
excited for her., "Six years later, it has been a long journey, bul it feels good to be in
the place  am In now. Any chance | gel to play sports is a happy moment for me. |
have been given the opportunity to live life 1o the fullest, which Is not something |
was able to do six years ago. All of that was laken away, and § wilt never taken
anything for granted.”

Makayla's mother, her best friend, simply loves seeing her daughter return to the
life she once had.

"It makes me happy to see her happy. it brings me nothing but joy to see her Makayla (7) stands with friends and teammales.
sueceed and be able to do what she loves, For her to get back to the things she

missed out on. To see her now makes me the happiest and it makes me proud to

know that she still wants to do so much.”

The Journey has inspired Makayla's desire to pursue a medical career.

Before thay, though, she Is inspiring her coaches and teammates.

"One of the things { fove about Man Is that there are no excuses,” Streetshoro girls soceer coach Ryan Willard sald. "She wants to be on the
fiefd so badly. She plays through pain to be out there sometimes, but she never complains. How can you not admire that, whether you are a
coach or her teammate?”

Admiration Is never going to be short with Makayla.

Only part of her story has been told ta this point,

There is still so much still waiting for her to tell.

The time will fly, they say.



Mok Hazeloood  Drvisin EIW

Family bond led Caizzo to history

"bis shovlders back at the school,

The path to history started and
endedin the most unlqueways.

A radia beaming a familiar volce,
and agair of $40 snakeskn sult
coats. On the surface, nelther item
are remotely connected,

Yet both played critical roles in
a deflning moament in the city of
Norwall

“My larily would always listent
when St. Paul had o wrestler at
state,” said sophomore standout
Casper Caizzo, “We alwars kept up
with those guys on the radio”

Seven years ngo, Casper and Cam
Catzzo listencd a3 WLKR radio’s
Mark Lane called the action as
Derek Gross competed and lostIn
a Division lil state champlonship
matchat 145 pounds.

Can, a 2020 5t. Paul gradunte
with 12 varslty fotiors, wos n state
placer In 2019 5t 182 pounds, and a
qualtierin 2020,

This past weekend, Casper
took the raised mat stage in a
championship final, and seated tn
his corner was head coach Jesse
Gross, one of Derek's ofder brothers.

And he and assistant conch Don
Shantz were In black and gold
siakeskin suits that certalnly drew
atientlon

Which s just what Casper needed
before hls 106-pound titte match,

“The most fun part about the
weekend in Columbus was goln
shopping to pass the thme an
picking out the snakeskin sults,”
Calzzo sald. “It ensed off the stress
of the stiuation and put my nerves
away. K helped getmoready”

Staying Dublin, the twe coaches
and Casper went to The Mall at
Tuttle Crossing and started at
Ma?fs In searcly of n fresh suit for
his finals match against Delta's
Adam Matdn,

The trio ended up at n nearby
ICPcnnc{, where the lnst two
sults on clearance rack were easy
purchases [or 340,

“1 thought they looked cool,”
Casper saltl, "Good price, too”

And while Bstening on the mdio
and plcking out fun suits for his
conches may have been the start
and finlshing points of winning
a state champlonship — which
Calzzo did on Sunday with an
B-1 win over Mattin — it was also
everything in-between that led to
the memer,

Though It often serves as n
populariine to describe the sport of
wrestling, the inside of the St Paul
wrestling room can be summarized
inone word: Family.

St. Paul’s Casper Calzzo puts his first-place medal around his neck afer
winning a state champlonship at 108 pounds in Division Hl on Sunday,

areh 43 in Columbus.

. Ties run deep

Will Stieber cannot remember
atime when he wasn't wrestling a
family membet

Whether itwas the Meyer cousins
— Denwas a state qualifierwith him
last season — or cliFent teainmates
Harley Stoll and Aldert Nasoman
— family has been all around his
football and wrestling career,

“My uticle Dan Stoll, especially
these biddy years, he'd have a mat
and he'd ge down and wrestle with
us and teach us moves with Myron,
Harley and Aiden,” Steber sald. *I

rew up wrestling with them, and

e'd even take us up here and go
through some wotkouts, That's
where ] got iy basic skills from.”

On Sunday, Stieber finished
arguably one of the greatest careers
ever at St. Paul, Among his many

football accolades was being one of

Just three players out of 74 to earn
All-Ohilo Mrst, second or third team
in three different seasons,

He ended his wrestling career
Sunday with a fourth-place finlsh
at 150 pounds, making him an
All-Ohioan in two sports, He won
a 142 matches and set the program
record for most pins ina carcer.

Though he spoke of hard
work and determination while
representing his school community
as a driving force, Stieber was also
quick to poliitto Casper.

“As a whole, it zeally is a family
and it's renlttspcclal beinga part of
it here)” Stleber said. “These aren’t
just guys you %o toschoot with and
maybe sce a low 1lm7 as you get

older This is your family.

“Bveryone comes in, works hard
and wants the same goal that you
have, which is obvious!‘y belng
a state champlon — an Cnp?ly
achieved that gonl,’ he added. *lt
was grent to watch, You could tell
it was In him and that he had the
abllity to do it. Fwas one of the most
funsthings Pve everbeen apart of?

As the head coach of his alma
mater, Jesse Gross lelt marked b
coming up short. He had qualilie
for state three times, but had {ost
by scores of 6-4, 4-3 and 5-3 In
matches that would have sent him
toplacementrounds,

Cldest brother Mitchell (2011
mdlmu‘? had placed twice, Derek
ollowed Jesse and was second,

third and fourth twice in fous years,
Jesse was able to coach younger
brother Ryan In recent years, and
the youngest of the family, Rafael, Is
in seventh grade and will be In the
program soon.

Dy hls estmaticn, Jesse Gross has
seen every St Poul stnte qualifier
compete af the c}mmElonshlps
stnce 2005, When he took over from
Hall of Fame coach Pat Wellle —
who received his HOF recognlition
just before Calzzo's win — Gross
vowet to everything he could to
prevent the new genoration of
wrestlers from coining up short at
state,

*Twould always find a way to
lose,” Jesse sald, "It was always an
awful fecling at the end of the year,
Samo thing at Mount Unlon. Fourth
at repionals, and top three go to

F o3

NCAAs .. shortagain.

“So dealingwith olt those fattures
really strives me to push these kids
50 thay don't feel the same way
did" he added. "I'va come up In this
room since 1 was five, and everyone
wants to be on the finals stage after
watching it. It didn't happen for me,
To be a part of St, Paul wrestling and
see Casper end up with the title bs
not the way | imagined being on the
stape as afittle boy. But for itto end
up like this is very rewarding In ts
own vy

Gross wag In tha school van with
Shantz driving as the Caizzo, Stieber
and teammates were du the back.
Emergency vehicles from Norwalk
Eol[ce de[parunemand the Highway

atrol afong with a Nerwalk fire
truck brought them back to the
school at about 10:30 p.m. Sunday
night.

arly Monday morning, he

was back in ¢lngs at Terva State
Community College for physical
ther m{ During tho season, Gross
ron litdng sessiens In the moming,
attended classthree days eachwee
then returned to St Patl for practice
and did his homework afterwards.
Then there wes biddy wrestiing on
Monday and Wednesday nights,

Yet Gross didn't hesllate to say it
was worth every minute.

“Becauseyonsee a lotofthe same
family names," he said, "Everyone
tatks about their wrestling family
and how you make a community
thore, but at St, Paul it truly isa
wrestling family, ltmeansalottoa
fotofpeople,

“Being close to the kids and
seeing them grow up — these kids
Pm coaching now are cousins or
even brothers to guys I went 1o
school or grew up with," Gross
added, "It menns a lot glving back
to them and helping them achleve
their goats, To be sianding here with
astate champion In QUF program Is
truly a full circle moment,

Brotherly love

Cam Calzzo s cluick to polntout
his younger brother didn’t get to
waich him compete much when he
was in high school,

“Because hewas wrestling at hils
owne vents,” Cam sald, *I'm around
Cappy so much and I see what he
gives up with his time, To see it all
pat offwas amazing”

ike Gross, Caum Caizzo found
himself up at 6 a.m, Monday
en route 1o Alllance, returning
to Mount Unlon University for
econornics and entrepreneurship
courses,

But nene of that mattered Sunday
whein he greeted Casper with a big
hugashecame offthe mat. Or when
he stood off 1o the side late at night
as several of bls friends put themoon

“That meantalotto see bim there
and get a big bug from him and m:
dad !fllay} tight nway,” Cnsper said,
“Cam and I'don’t really fight at all,
We're pretty much on the snme
pnge b everything we do!”

ansaldafterhewatched Casper
defoat previously unbeaten and
favorite Cole Schulke (Columbia}
In the semifinals by a 5-1 score on
Satrday, he kaow,

“He was poling to be state
champion regardiess of who he
faced,” Cam sald. “Cappy looked
Hke atank, man. He went out there
strong and confident. He doesn't
gloat, buthehad asmileand swagger
about him that just lelt different.

“Out of the whole famlly,
he's really the most mature and
responsible, Very level-hicaded.
That's just how he {s. I told him after
that semitfinal match Iwas proud of
bim, and [knew I'd see him the next
nightafter winningastate tile”

Casper was in eighth-grade when
the 2020 tournament was canceled
just before it started because of the
pandemic It cost Cam the chance
to]oln 10 others in St Paulhlstory as
anutd-time state placer,

*I think that crushed everyone,”
Fasyer saltd. " You knew what was
05l

But on Monday, Cam wasn't
interested In hearing that,

*My time came andwent, 'mjust o

rouc?bromerlodar"hcsnld." appy
as an outreach of support, as does
the program, from St. Paul alumni,
1t's a tight-knit community, and [
knowwe appreciate the support”

Looking back, the excitenent
level and emotion of Calzzo's win
inthe semifinal round far exceeded
that of his champlonship win. It's
when everyone in the program
knew his path to history was clear
and concise,

And now, like when he was a
kid listening on the radio, Casper
Colzzo has achieved something
mare than just becoming the fiest
individual state champlen in the
¢lty of Norwatk In 25 years, I's more
than belngone of 11 dividual state
champions {rom either Norwalk or
St Paul highscliools,

Now, he has shown It con be
done, Even with coaches dressedin
snakeskin suits found on dearance,

*1t was amazing 1o be greeled
that way conﬂnﬁhomc, and a bitof
a crazy feeling being the center of
everything” Casper said, "It does
make you approciate things. it
makes you feel special,

“It s Hke a big family, aven If
we're ali not 100 percent related,” he
added. “Drilling can get intense, but
at the end of the day, we're afl golng
1o be family and want the best for
each other,
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HOAWALK

Everythlag feltnominl.

As the final seconds ticked away
1n the first quarter, the Noowalk
Tagh Schosl boys baskethall team
wis sciembling and out of soxts
n s Jan. 21 gama vs. Perklns. The
ball finally landed in the hands of
junior Braedyn Demuth, who was
several feek behlnd the three-point

Hearing rounds of angst from
ke crowd, Braedyn quickly set
his feet and launched adeep shot
ai the quarter buzzer, The bail
swished through the net for three
points and Broedyn was mobbed
by teammates congratulatiag him
45 he trled lo show no emotiontn
walldng buckto the bench,

For anyone else, that would
heve heen simply & good shat In
ang game, For Braedyn, this year'’s
sporis seasons have been anything
but normal.

©On an ordinary July day,
Braedyn spent some ibme with hils
friend Bryan Sommers, hanglng
out, playing ping-pong ond
shoating hoops at Bryan's house.
Soccer practice was stll several
tveeks pway {or gealle Aryan and
nid-felder Draedyn

Nothirg was nolable, Just
the way the qulet and zeserved
Bracdyn expected the daytobe.

Bur, driving home, when he
glanced in the rearview micror,
everything changed.

“I'looked up and casually szut
my band on my neckwith my lelt
hand, endtfella tump” be sald

Dinmediately recalling how his
nee would swell occastonally, his
thaughts heaned toward & possible
swollen gland oc an abscessed
koo

“Butwhen I pushed on It, the
mass was very hacd. 1xind of had
an ideasomethlog vas ugp and that
[twasn't nocual” Braedyn noted.

“Narmal® almost instaaily
disappeared from dally life for him
and his Eiendly. Less than two weeks
after be noticed the lump, the word
“rancer” hung fu e aielna room
at Akron Chider’s Hospital

Braedyn, who will fum 17 next
moxnth, o ult-spozt athlete with
no serfous prier health history,
waa dlapnesed swlth Hodgkin's
lymphoma — a cancer of the
body's immune system — that
{s most ¢common 1a people ages
20-t0-40and ibose over B5.

“My farnily snd Iwere shocked
and didn't really knowwhat 10 say
or how to react; e said, "Wewere
snd, obvously, and when those
wods came oul ... everything just
¥ind of stopped fora few seconds”

At the oneser, be and his parents,
fason and Leah, were fold that
Hodgkln’s lymphoma Is very
tzatable snd has o good eure rate.
The wanlng days of summer and
earlyweeks of fall guickly became
2 ney soulineg of dector’s viails,
themotherapy and redlation, with
many tlpsio Alwen.

That process, predieted 1o Jast
fouz-plua emonihs, maede soccer
season appear deomed and put
baskriball season in daubt

“Jtwas quite a shock? Brzedyn
noted, "But It all happened 5o fast
atihe sume e, Thist had to push
forward”

The process

In cainddenind, kindred fashtan,
Stevetiay hadbeen these oo,

The lengtime Narwatk boys
basketball caach has been throtigh
1he cangef process nvice with hls
wile, Sue, When Gray heard about
Bracdyn’s dlagnosis, ithiat

“Woien I first got the phone call,
I think everyone hay the same
reaction when you hear o young
kid bas cancer — you expect the
worst,” Gray said. *ICs enough 1o
lsring you to tears, These kids are
ke youx famtly, espeetally during
aseasou whenyou see each other
every day.

*5a tn that moment, your heart
Lus( achies for him and hiy pareats,”

¢ added. “Bui the clays and
toughness that he showed during
thix, Twists L1vas as tough os hm?
Braedyn undenvent four rownds
of ¢h th and 25 1ad

e,

Herwalk fumior Brasdyn Dervuth Bistens to head boys baskstball ¢oach Steve Gray Eive a speach prior 1o pushing the scoreboard burzer in plate of the

traditonal *beltinging” 10 mark the end of cancer cheme!
L D

T

Diagnosed with Hodgkin's ¢

mthe

L

were planning 10 lean on aad who
had been there 2l summeras one
afolsr befter playezs. Then you get
that nzws that he's not golog to be
able to play — and it iy a blg hly
1o the team ftom an on-the-flzld
aspect as an aochor bn the middie.

*"But at that point you're really
not thinkiog about that side of
it," he pdded "It's aboul wanting
him ro be healisy and what we
can do for bim, So when hls mora
contacte me and sald therewasa
break coming up is his treatmeng
and b¢ piay be able io play In e
few games — e were 50 excited.
o hewould be a goodleadet for
3, even ¥ hewas only on the Beid
for smalt stretches”

tietting back on the Reld was
fasgely dbout getlng back Inshape,
Breedyn sald. Durlpg cheme
reatments, he felt Ude while wxde
Aulds loaved Lhsough intravenows
linies in his arms,

"1 had o ear something cold,
atheriyise [t would glve me mowh,
sores” be sald, It didn't feet 1ke
anything was hoppeaniog to my
hedy. The radtatlon was way
easlec” Tired from the ireatinents,
he just rested without much
theught: eboutwhat the future held

I actually dida't gez any side
¢ffects at all," he sald, "1 oniy
vomlited once from the medicine
From chema, but everything else
ras prexty normal’

What yrass't notroal about the
Sept, 27 SBU Lake Division soccer
malchat mcwns how he felt on
the field e belng in the game
with team males was great, heteas

reatments, Both Gtay and NHS
head soceer coach Wes Sellers —
sleo ant assistang on the Basketbalt
stall — marveled as the athlete
went to Alaon for ireatment, yet
sttt atcended schoal and eve
practice drill when hewas allowed,

$ellers suld be probably
shouldn't have been as shocked
as he was when he recelved a
message from Braedyn's mather
Leah, inmid-Seplembee,

We were initially 10ld & would
be fortunate 1€ he made 11 Sack
for any of our baskeithall season;”
Sellers sald. *As a Arst-year(soceer)
coach with a young team, Broddyn
was one of the few relurness we

o st Bl pt .?]é,i,"‘:f:i

"Wiea [ started nunning,
welsealquickEnusn'idose tnbelng
Inahape, Braedyn sald. "1 got tred
tasier, Bvas harder to breathe and
1vas pretty much out of gas aller
tivo minates of sprinting” He felt
e hadn'tconmibuted much - b
be waswrong.

*The Kds realiy raliled acound
him," Sellers sald. “And | cannog
glve him enough credit for how
much be showsdup 1o things, For
what he was gomg ilwough, he very
tarely missed practices or games.
He was ahways there™

Distance In his ireatment
dmallne became key. Playlog
soccer 1001 after a frealment

School. The game was one day sfter his final

L

therapy and rmdiation Ureatments prior 1o a baskethall game vs. Willard on Dec. 14,2021
h's final radistion reatment was onDec. 13,2024 ot Atron Chlidren'’s Hosphtal.

[d

EF{: Morwalk junlor Braedyn Demuth with the balf athis feet during 4 nonteague home match ve, Edison on Oet. 46, 2021 at Contractors Stadium
atthe Warren G, Whithey in Norwali. CENTER: Demuth plays defense atthe top of the kzy during a Dec. 14, 2021 gamo vs, Willsrd at Nosvealk High

tfor Hodghins Lyr

gyclc feli fike golng hack te the

£

“Dut Ewas able to be out there
with my frieads, so Twas really
excted o play]” be added. "1 didn’t
think1would be allowed to play et
sll, 20 every minite on the saccer
field was abonus”

He continued to play more
minutes b moze games through
theend ofihe season.

Burtthehom

Checking the game schedule
I garly Deeember, Gray sow the
perfect opportunity.

finskelball season was & fasw
weeks old when Braedyn and his
Tamily deove 1o Alxon forhis final
treatment on Dee 13,

The very next night, the Truckers
wiza scheduled re host \Willard tn
not anly a solld matehup on paper,
it also o game behween bwe
linghme opponents sare todraw e
Lupge crowd.

“When | beard he was golng
to play In that soccez match a%
Clyde, 1 was shocked,” Uzay sald,
"{Asststany) Coach {MNick) Lee and
Iwent lo the game and be focked
genl ninning aregind out there in

£ Arst couple of mioutes”

Grayaispnoticed how exhausted
Bredyn looked — and why hewas
dirtvent to afrange some recognion
for hion

“the thing I'm lo awe of the
mast 1y b mlssed one basketbalt
praciice because of a doctor’s
appointmeat” troy sald. “He's
hese every day, He tuns every
sprint and doesevery drill, This js
wheye he can be netmal and nat
ihink about the oubles ke was
golng through. 1 fust admitré him o
nuch”

Speclal 1-shirts [or players
ond coaches from bosh teains
wera made. Studeats and all in
attendagce were encouraged to
wear purple ln honor of die gtrple
ribbon representing Hodgkin'y
lymphoma. Some players and
coaches sitll had purple shoe
laces, which staried [nthe 2l wish
Demuth's soooes teammates,

And Braedyn, a swing player
benween the funlor varsity and
vaislty teams, would start {n the
saeslty game. The best pamof the
pians for December 14 was that

the Truckers' sblete knewy nohing
ahout b,

[ came ia heze not knowing
anythiag, then [ smy my brother
{Garrett} wearing o different shirt
from evesyone else” he sald. “Then
1 satv my reammates and 1 read
the shirt, and realized theyali had
hiem on, Ba"

With five minutes left [n the J¥
game, Braedyo was celled 1o the
docker room

“30 Imew somethlag was golng
on et that polnt,” he said. “When
fLoach Gray) told me [ waa starting
the varsity game, tharreally thaew
mzoff. [gotvery nenoln”

Braedyn alse dida't knew Gray
would speak to the crowd before
the varslty game — or that hls
coach had one more surprise foc

m
‘The day belote, Braedyn “rang
the bell® at Akron Children’s
Huospltal The maditton of tioging a
bell to mark the end of treatment
has been done at most cancer
facilifies natiomwlde for 25 years.

At the ond of bis speech —
during which Braedyn had to
wipe away tears at three polnty —
Gy put a baskerball hist on the
oecaston

*Thsrels o tradinon of hosphals
around the country that shen a
potlent gets to beave for dhe last
time, everyone in the area stands
and claps as the pallent rings the
beli," Gray told the erowd. “We
dor't have a bell, butye do havea
hom”

tray and Bracdyn waiked to the
segier's table, and he then buzzed
the siop-playhom three dmes,

‘Twice more hewiped myvay tean
during ihe standieg ovoton.

"At Akron, ILywas just my famity
thete to see me ring the bell” he
said. “So to do Wiat tn front of
tveryont that might was just areally
speclal moment”

Gray kg Ir wad a big "goteda™
moment for Braedyn,

"k was like he ook a decpbreath
and realtzed this 1y mayba behind
me and L get fo start all over again”
Gray sakd. "We got more comumenty
about clnging the horn than

eke — bacause bk that
eally hit home what this meand lo
him and his funddy and ffends.

"I thaught cur fans and student

ph . RIGHTE Demuif takes a basaBine jumper vs. Witlard,

body an'd Willard fans were truly
touched by what be went through
and whiat he's accomplished”

Atimetorefioct

“The Truckers stand at B-8 on the
season entering wonight's home
game with Sandisky.

Three [os5¢8 by & single basket
bave heen teugh. And so was aloss.
by almast 40 polots hvo syeels aga.

But when senlor “big man®
and leading scozer Tan Minor
fecly dovvn, ali he haa to do 1
lookai his teammute of, even, bis
yuunger brothes. Evan Minog, now
a freshman, went through a tough
fight with cancerwhen he was In
elementary sebool,

Iz way quite shacking to find
aut, z2nd the whole thing Is quite
incredible; Minorsaidof Breedyn'’s
Jousrney, *Our mamy ¢onnected,
apd ifhe ever necded to talk slnce I
had thatstmilar eeling helaewrd
ba sble to talk to and suppart him,

“¥hen you lose, it's obviously
disappoiming bight afier the game.
Bul then you see Braedyn and you

tel yoursellin refncuy and come
Bacderand betier the pest day”

‘The same 15 true for Braedyn
bimselt He was able te retum to

oty durleg treatmenss,

He has acleaninfi olheakh, And
haalsosaw finthand how fortupate

bels.

*The hespital gave me a bed
vibe belng In there - knowlog
everything that's happened ln
theze;” he sald, *1 savy some idds
there who had lta 1o reugher thas
Idid, and 1 was gratefud o go bome
every tine. Rlnging the bell was o
Jayful moment 10 know § vwas dong
with freatments and { could gat
back to normal and do the things [
shwapadid”

He's trudy grateful, beonuse, like
most teeny, Be never envistoned
Eclng o bealth challenge.

*You reallze how ftngile your
own Wle is” he suid.

And although many have
commented on how much they
$ike Braedyn's baid look from
¢hemoiherapy, thatwon't be part
of rerrning b narmal.

“No, not keeplng 147 lie sald of
bis hair loss, "People say it looks
baltes on me, but P'm st sold. The
hair [s coming back”
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NORWALK — Everything felt normal.

As the final seconds ticked away in the first quarter, the Norwalk High School
boys basketball team was scrambling and out of sorts in its Jan. 21 game vs,
Perkins. The ball finally landed in the hands of junior Braedyn Demuth, who was
several feet behind the three-point line.

Hearing sounds of angst from the crowd, Braedyn quickly set his feet and
launched a deep shot at the quarter buzzer. The ball swished through the net for
three points and Braedyn was mobbed by teammates congratulating him as he
tried to show no emotion in walking back to the bench.

For anyone else, that would have been simply a good shot in any game. For
Braedyn, this year’s sports seasons have been anything but normal.

On an ordinary July day, Braedyn spent some time with his friend Bryan
Sommers, hanging out, playing ping-pong and shooting hoops at Bryan's house.
Soccer practice was still several weeks away for goalie Bryan and mid-fielder
Braedyn.

Nothing was notable, just the way the quiet and reserved Braedyn expected the
day to be.

But, driving home, when he glanced in the rearview mirror, everything changed.
“I looked up and casually put my hand on my neck with my left hand, and felt a
bump,” he said.

Immediately recalling how his knee would swell occasionally, his thoughts turned
toward a possible swollen gland or an abscessed tooth.

“But when | pushed on it, the mass was very hard. | kind of had an idea
something was up and that it wasn’t normal,” Braedyn noted.

“Normal” almost instantly disappeared from daily life for him and his family. Less
than two weeks after he noticed the lump, the word “cancer” hung in the airin a
room at Akron Children’s Hospital.

Braedyn, who will turn 17 next month, a mulii-sport athlete with no serious prior
health history, was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s lymphoma — a cancer of the
body's immune system — that is most common in people ages 20-t0-40 and
those over 55.

“My family and | were shocked and didn’t really know what to say or how fo
react,” he said. “We were sad, obviously, and when those words came out ...
everything just kind of stopped for a few seconds.”

At the outset, he and his parents, Jason and Leah, were told that Hodgkin's
lymphoma is very treatable and has a good cure rate. The waning days of
summer and early weeks of fall quickly became a new routine of doctor's visits,
chemotherapy and radiation, with many trips to Akron.

That process, predicted to last four-plus months, made soccer season appear
doomed and put basketball season in doubt.

“It was quite a shock,” Braedyn noted. “But it all happened so fast at the same
time. I just had to push forward.”
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In coincidental, kindred fashion, Steve Gray had been there too.

The longtime Norwalk boys basketball coach has been through the cancer
process twice with his wife, Sue. When Gray heard about Braedyn’s diagnosis, it
hurt.

“When | first got the phone call, | think everyone has the same reaction when you
hear a young kid has cancer — you expect the worst,” Gray said. “It's enough to
bring you to tears. These kids are like your family, especially during a season
when you see each other every day.

“So in that moment, your heart just aches for him and his parents,” he added.
“But the class and toughness that he showed during this. | wish | was as tough
as him.”

Braedyn underwent four rounds of chemotherapy and 20 radiation {reatments.
Both Gray and NHS head soccer coach Wes Sellers — also an assistant on the
basketball staff — marveled as the athlete went to Akron for treatment, yet still
attended school and every practice drill when he was allowed.

Sellers said he probably shouldn’t have been as shocked as he was when he
received a message from Braedyn’s mother, Leah, in mid-September.

“We were initially told it would be fortunate if he made it back for any of our
basketball season,” Sellers said. “As a first-year (soccer) coach with a young
team, Braedyn was one of the few returners we were planning to lean on and
who had been there all summer as one of our better players. Then you get that
news that he’s not going o be able to play — and it was a big hit {o the team
from an on-the-field aspect as an anchor in the middle.

“But at that point you're really not thinking about that side of it,” he added. “it's
about wanting him to be healthy and what we can do for him. So when his mom
contacted me and said there was a break coming up in his treatment and he may
be able to play in a few games — we were so excited. | knew he would be a
good leader for us, even if he was only on the field for small stretches.”

Getting back on the field was largely about getting back in shape, Braedyn said.
During chemo treatments, he felt little while toxic fiuids flowed through
intravenous lines in his arms.

“| had to eat something cold, otherwise it would give me mouth sores,” he said. “it
didn’t feel like anything was happening to my body. The radiation was way
easier.” Tired from the treatments, he just rested without much thought about
what the future held.

“| actually didn't get any side effects at all,” he said. “l only vomited once from the
medicine from chemo, but everything else was pretty normal.”

What wasn’t normal about the Sept. 27 SBC Lake Division soccer match at Clyde
was how he felt on the field. While being in the game with teammates was great,
he was mistaken about his physical ability.
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“When | started running, | could tell real quick | wasn’t close to being in shape,”
Braedyn said. “| got tired faster. It was harder to breathe and | was pretty much
out of gas after two minutes of sprinting.” He felt he hadn’t contributed much —
but he was wrong.

“The kids really rallied around him,"” Sellers said. “And | cannot give him enough
credit for how much he showed up to things. For what he was going through, he
very rarely missed practices or games. He was always there.”

Distance in his treatment timeline became key. Playing soccer soon after a
treatment cycle felt like going back to the beginning.

“But | was able to be out there with my friends, so | was really excited to play,” he
added. “I didn't think | would be allowed to play at all, so every minute on the
soccer field was a bonus.”

He continued to play more minutes in more games through the end of the
season.

Buzz the horn ‘

Checking the game schedule in early December, Gray saw the perfect
opporiunity.

Basketball season was a few weeks old when Braedyn and his family drove to
Akron for his final treatment on Dec. 13.

The very next night, the Truckers were scheduled to host Willard in not only a
solid matchup on paper, but also a game between two longtime opponents sure
to draw a large crowd.

“When | heard he was going to play in that soccer match at Clyde, | was
shocked,” Gray said. “(Assistant) Coach (Nick) Lee and i went to the game and
he looked great running around out there in the first couple of minutes.”

Gray also noticed how exhausted Braedyn looked — and why he was driven to
arrange some recognition for him.

“The thing I'm in awe of the most is he missed one basketball practice because
of a doctor’s appointment,” Gray said. “He’s here every day. He runs every sprint
and does every drill. This is where he can be normal and not think about the
troubles he was going through. [ just admire him so much.”

Special t-shirts for players and coaches from both teams were made. Students
and all in attendance were encouraged to wear purple in honor of the purple
ribbon representing Hodgkin's lymphoma. Some players and coaches still had
purple shoe laces, which started in the fall with Demuth's soccer teammates.
And Braedyn, a swing player between the junior varsity and varsity teams, would
start in the varsity game. The best part of the plans for December 14 was that the
Truckers’ athlete knew nothing about it.

“I came in here not knowing anything, then | saw my brother (Garrett) wearing a
different shirt from everyone else,” he said. “Then | saw my teammates and |
read the shirt, and realized they all had them on, too.”
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With five minutes left in the JV game, Braedyn was called to the locker room.

“So | knew something was going on at that point,” he said. “When (Coach Gray)
told me | was starting the varsity game, that really threw me off. | got very
nervous.”

Braedyn also didn't know Gray would speak to the crowd before the varsity game
— or that his coach had one more surprise for him.

The day before, Braedyn “rang the bell” at Akron Children’s Hospital. The
tradition of ringing a bell to mark the end of treatment has been done at most
cancer facilities nationwide for 25 years,

At the end of his speech — during which Braedyn had to wipe away tears at
three points — Gray put a basketball twist on the occasion.

“There is a tradition at hospitals around the country that when a patient gets to
leave for the last time, everyone in the area stands and claps as the patient rings
the bell,” Gray told the crowd. "We don’t have a bell, but we do have a horn.”
Gray and Braedyn walked to the scorer’s table, and he then buzzed the stop-play
horn three times.

Twice more he wiped away tears during the standing ovation.

“At Akron, it was just my family there to see me ring the bell,” he said. “So to do
that in front of everyone that night was just a really special moment.”

Gray knew it was a big “gotcha” moment for Braedyn.

“It was like he took a deep breath and realized this is maybe behind me and | get
to start all over again,” Gray said. “We got more comments about ringing the horn
than anything else — because | think that really hit home what this meant to him
and his family and friends.

“| thought our fans and student body and Willard fans were truly touched by what
he went through and what he’s accomplished.”

A time to reflect

The Truckers stand at 8-8 on the season entering tonight's home game with
Sandusky.

Three losses by a single basket have been tough. And so was a loss by almost
40 points two weeks ago.

But when senior “big man” and leading scorer lan Minor feels down, all he has fo
do is look at his teammate or, even, his younger brother. Evan Minor, now a
freshman, went through a tough fight with cancer when he was in elementary
school,

“It was quite shocking to find out, and the whole thing is quite incredible,” Minor
said of Braedyn's journey. “Our moms connected, and if he ever needed to talk
since | had that similar feeling, he knew I'd be able to talk to and support him.
“When you lose, it's obviously disappointing right after the game. But then you
see Braedyn and you just tell yourself to refocus and come back harder and
better the next day.”
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The same is true for Braedyn himself. He was able to return to sports during
treatments.

He has a clean bill of health. And he also saw firsthand how fortunate he is.

“The hospital gave me a bad vibe being in there — knowing everything that's
happened in there,” he said. “l saw some kids there who had it a lot rougher than
| did, and | was grateful to go home every time. Ringing the bell was a joyful
moment to know | was done with treatments and | could get back to normal and
do the things | always did.”

He's truly grateful, because, like most teens, he never envisioned facing a health
challenge,

“You realize how fragile your own life is,” he said.

And although many have commented on how much they like Braedyn'’s bald look
from chemotherapy, that won't be part of returning to normal.

“No, not keeping it,” he said of his hair loss. “People say it looks better on me, but
I’'m not sold. The hair is coming back.”
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Bees’ Schimeller overcomes arm with legs eature

Ruth Schmeller had some logical, if hot obvious, choices for heroes. Onetime New York
Yankees pitcher Jim Abbott, Def Leppard drummer Rick Allen and pianist Leon Fleisher come
to mind. Schmeller, though, is more likely to lean toward Luke Skywalker, Peter Pettigrew or Dr.
Curt Connors.
All in both those trios had to overcome a missing hand, And while Abbott, Allen and Fleisher
became living examples of the kind of perseverance Schmeller has shown, the Medina junior
cross country standout likes her heroes to come from the fictional world.
And she likes them to have two hands.
“Spiderman, Captain America, | love them all,” Schmeller said. “I always read the Spiderman
comics growing up and watched the cartoons. I really liked the character, He’s always trying to
do good in what he’s around with his circumstances.”
So in other words, cross Connors off the list, too. The Lizard from “The Amazing Spiderman”
and “Spiderman: No Way Home,” the scientist was among Spiderman’s adversaries, so
Schmeller has no use for him,
Comics and movie blockbusters aside, Schmeller is a bit of a superhero in her own right, though
she’d be the first to dismiss that notion. She’d rather be known as nobody special.
Schmeller, for reasons nobody could ever pinpoint, was born without a left hand, Her mom
Rebecca said one theory was Ruth was a victim of amniotic band syndrome, which sometimes
can cause limb deficiency. The cause quickly became irrelevant.
“There’s so many reactions,” Ruth Schmeller said. “Our first was, ‘How can this be?” T had
already had three healthy babies. How could this be different? Then I thought, ‘Oh, I did
something wrong.” But no, it’s something that happens to all kinds of mothers. You sometimes
don’t make a perfect baby.”
If you don’t look too closely, you might think that’s exactly what the Schmellers made on their
fourth try. It’s hard to label Ruth Schmeller disabled because her lack of a South paw has never
stopped her from doing much.,
“When she was born, we just forgot about it,” Rebecca Schmeller said. “Now we know none of
us needs two hands.”
Ruth took piano lessons through eighth grade before giving it up to concentrate on other things.
Doesn’t mean she’s finished with keyboards, though,
“Everybody always says she types faster than anybody else in the room,” Rebecca Schmeller
said. “It’s remarkable how she adapts. You just figure it out.”
When Ruth drifted toward pursuing cross country and track, it wasn’t due to any physical
limitations. She was following in the footsteps of her three older siblings.
Of course, it doesn’t hurt that running is a hands-free activity and a sport where the best
performers are propelled by work ethic and drive, both of which Schmeller cozes.
“Really my siblings did it and that definitely got me started, but also it was something I could
definitely get myself into because I could use my legs and not my arms,” she said, “Honestly, I
would say part of it’s genetics. That’s a small part of it. That and working hard every day,
showing up for practice, being with my team,”
It’s not a bad team to be with, either. Heading into the week the Bees were ranked No. 10 in the
Division 1 state coaches poll.
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Bees” Schmeller overcomes arm with legs Feature

Medina has finished in the top four in every meet thus far, including winning the Mentor Cardinal
Classic and placing second — tops among Ohio teams — last weekend at the Spartan Invitational at
Boardman. .
Schmeller has finished as high as ninth place overall, which she did in the GlenOak Golden Eagle
Invitational. At Boardman she finished 49" out of more than 300 runners in the Division I gitls
race.

With Schmeller as part of the lineup, Medina placed 11" in the state last year, a performance she
and her teammates are looking to top this time out.

“I definitely want to make it to states again,” Schmeller said. “We ail want to get there.”

“All” includes some combination of seniors Cara Razavi, Janelle Gehman, Lindsay Jones, Abby
Acierto, Aubree Neura, Carly Ramunni, and Julia Smith; juniors Mia Heine, Ashley Kollar and
Schmeller; sophomores Haley Black and Abby Paetz; and freshmen Alexis Warnement, Avery
Henry and Campbell Burns. That entire group has appeared in varsity results to this point,

Bees coach Scott Van Fleet is happy to have Schmeller among that talent-laden roster. He

points at her as a prime example of what athletes can do when they set their minds on things.
“She has really taken to this sport,” Van Fleet said. “It’s very important to her and she works very
hard at it. She even pins her own (race) bib on her shirt. The only thing she asks is she has one of
the other kids tie her shoes.”

Schmeller has set a goal of running a sub-20-minute time this season, Van Fleet said that is well
within her reach, as is just about anything else.

“Sometimes you can tell with kids there’s a certain ceiling they’re going to hit,” the coach said. “T
don’t think she has that, She’s really progressed every year pretty substantially. She broke in to
the varsity last year and she’s been there this year. Her training has gotten more significant in terms
of mileage.”

Schmeller also excels in the classroom, with a grade-point average hovering near 4.0, She doesn’t
know what she wants to do academically and for now is just trying to enjoy her life as a high
school student and athlete, hoping nobody notices that she’s anything other than that.

That’s something her parents sought for her as well, choosing to avoid things like support groups
and other avenues that would have singled Ruth out as different, when her reality is she’s not
different at all.

“We didn’t want it to define her,” Rebecca Schmeller said.

And it hasn’t, She’s a regular-old kid, just well-versed, if not multi-versed.

And what of that? You can’t just say Spiderman is your hero without saying which one.

Or can you?

“I love them all,” Schmeller said of the trio of Spideys portrayed in “No Way Home’s” Multiverse.
“I just love them in general, their morality, how they’re always for good. They’re just good role
models,” ‘
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Medina’s Stoddard keeping it real Feature

Danny Stoddard is realistic about a lot of things. He knows whatever he does this year won’t be
enough in a lot of eyes. Certainly it won’t be as much.
Comparisons will be unfair but they will be constant and come from every direction,
Stoddard, a junior at Medina, has the unenviable task of replacing Drew Allar as the Bees
starting quarterback.
Allar was in most eyes the top quarterback prospect in the country in the Class of 2022, He was
labeled a five-star product only because you can’t have six or seven stars, :
In his career Allar threw for more than 9,100 yards and 98 touchdowns. Those numbers likely
would have surpassed 10,000 and 100 if not for a Covid-shortened 2020 season,
Allar led Medina two its best postseasons in program history over the past two years. That
included a state semifinal berth a year ago and a spot in the Division I quarterfinals in 2020 amid
the pandemie.
The Bees” 13-1 record last year, which included a perfect regular season, was best in school
history and ended with Allar being named Ohio’s Mr. Football, honoring the best player in the
state. Some places had him as the best player in the nation and he currently is competing for a
spot in the lineup at Penn State.
Medina didn’t win a state title but did win a Greater Cleveland Conference championship. Given
that it had been nearly half-a-century since the Bees won any kind of crown, Allar’s significance
cannot be understated.
Now Stoddard takes the reins with everyone in the world expecting him to come up short.
Almost everyone.
“I feel like Drew Allar will always be ‘Medina,’” senior wide receiver Brennen Schramm said.
“Stoddard, if he does really well and excels in what he does, he will be known as the kid who
stepped up and was just as good as Drew Allar because he was able to step in and fill in and become
that next kid.
“That’s something really tough to do for a lot of kids, to come in after a five-star quarterback and
just excel. If he’s able to do that, people will view Danny as very, very good.”
Stoddard was good enough to be Medina’s backup last year as a sophomore. On a team loaded
with seniors, there was none worthy of the QB2 role.
As Bees coach Larry Laird said, had the circumstances called for it — and all back-up
quarterbacks are always one play away from being starters — Stoddard’s would have been the
number called. Not Laird’s preference obviously, but the coach didn’t seem like he’d have been
uncomfortable,
“He is very talented and understands what we are trying to do from an offensive standpoint,” the
coach said of Stoddard, who as a 10%-grader was athletic enough to be the starting center fielder
on Medina’s baseball team. “He’s very good at reading coverage and his legs are phenomenal.”
Once upon a time, throwing for 800 yards in a high school football season would have been a
decent output for an entire season.
With offenses spreading fields from sideline to sideline and getting more and more pass-happy,
800 is now just a decent month, For Allar it was a couple of weeks.
Stilf, Stoddard managed to put up some numbers and did so in mop-up duty a year ago when
Medina wasn’t exactly looking to pass. So while he’s not a seasoned veteran, he’s also not a
rookie and he’s not a scrub and he’s anxious to prove it.
“I feel really good about this season,” said the lanky 6-foot-1, 175-pounder who may make up
what he lacks in arm strength with footspeed. “I’'m a lot more prepared coming into this season.
The coaches have been helping out a lot. I feel pretty good.”

(7




I3
: ¥ o ] I ey L
A /

* I 3 , -V_‘,;', 5 ‘ .{-'
Medina’s Stoddard keepihg it real Feature

Stoddard isn’t the only one with something to prove. Schramm caught 82 passes a year ago,
totaling 1,333 yards and 14 touchdowns, What did he get for his effort?

“I have zero stars,” the senior wideout mused, recognizing that nobody is giving him much credit
for his numbers. All of that instead goes to Allar. Which is why Schramm may have as much
riding on Stoddard’s arm as anyone.

It might seem like 82 receptions would catch someone’s eye. You still have to get open 82 times
and you still have to catch the ball 82 times. Schramm, like probably a lot of folks roster-wide, is
itching to prove he had something to do with that output.

So as much as Allar propelled the Bees the last few seasons, he may continue doing so in
absentia. Throughout Medina’s lineup will be people looking to make a case that the rest of the
guys on the team are pretty good, too,

Many of them were bottled behind a splendid senior class. Now it’s next-men-up, only with
football fans casting doubting stares from every direction. That adds to Medina’s motivation and
in football a little motivation usually goes a long way.

“They’re all like, ‘Oh, you lost a lot of guys,”” Serhramm said. “But a lot of guys are stepping
up. A lot of guys were able to watch those starters last year. Everybody is stepping up and ready
to go.” .

Most of Medina’s lineup this year will be players getting their first chances. They include the
entire backfield and defense, where seniors manned every spot a year ago. An impressive 37
players on the Bees 2021 roster have graduated.

All these underclassmen have had to do for the past nine months is lift weights and listen. The
season hasn’t started yet and Medina’s current group has had nearly a year to listen to the
prevailing opinion that insists the Bees are going to fall back to the pack.

“Our kids have a little bit of a chip on their shoulders,” Laird said. “Our seniors are eager to show
that maybe they had a litfle something to do with our success the last two years also. It wasn’t just
one senior last year. We had 37 seniors. It wasn’t just Drew,”

Nobody will be the target off those doubts any more than Stoddard. The Bees” new starter is well
aware of that and understands it. And that it’s probably fair.

In the history of high school football, there have been a zillion quarterbacks. Of those, a
microscopic handful followed a five-star playet. Ever fewer took the reins from the best player in
their state, if not the entire country.

That puts Stoddard in a unique position and one he seems to be embracing. He’s definitely not
backing down from it.

“] think a lot of people after seeing Drew don’t expect much now with me coming in,” Stoddard
said. “But ! think I’ll be ready. I'll show *em.”
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YouTube spawns championship foursome Feature

R.J. Walgate was bumping around on YouTube one day last year, not unlike he does most days,
checking out the videos of the day. He had no idea his life was about to change, thanks to an
obsession he had no prior knowledge of.

Thanks to an algorithm that occurred because — well, Walgate really has no idea why — a video
popped up of people playing Wiffle Ball.

“I was just watching a video and under that video, in recommendations, there was this Wiffle
Ball video,” Walgate said. “I always loved playing wiffleball in the back yard. So I clicked on
it.”

Prior to that, Walgate had played the kind of Wiffle Ball most of us play in our yards or on
playgrounds with our friends, This video was something different. This was setious,

This was real Wiffle Ball.

Walgate was transfixed, Then he was hooked.

He started talking about it with friends and eventually put together a Facetime call with three of
them, which led to starting their own league in Medina. Fast forward one year and Walgate,
along with friends Frankie Garritano, Cooper Schoch and Jake Weber, have competed in two
out-of-state tournaments as Ohio Elite Wiffleball, finishing second in the first and winning the
second —~ the United Wiffle Ball National Championship in York, Pennsylvania earlier this
month.

“I never anticipated when I started the leaguc on that Facetime call, a year later, I’d be a national
champion,” Walgate said.

So what happened? What turned four kids Walgate described as “decent” baseball players into a
national force with plastic bats and balls?

Obsession. That’s what happened.

Once Walgate picked it up he couldn’t put it down, With the help of his dad, Walgate
constructed a strike zone target, probably the most essential thing needed to play tournament-
style Wiffle Ball at the big-time level.

“We built a strike zone in my driveway,” Rob Walgate said. “Then he just kept watching it.”
And then R.J. Walgate practiced and practiced and practiced some more. He worked on his
pitches, learning to steer the classic Wiffle ball in countless ways to the strike zone target (or
SZT in Wiffle Ball parlance).

Walgate can throw a bunch of different pitches, but mostly sticks to three: with a screwball and
screw drop being his out pitches.

“The hardest pitch to hit is my screwball,” said Walgate, who also throws a slider, but went away
from that after giving up a home run on it during his team’s first game in a tournament in
Brighton, Michigan,

Much like real baseball, if you can pitch, you can win, And the art of pitching Wiffle Balls goes
far beyond throwing them and spinning them. There’s also cutting them, scuffing them and
doctoring them in all kinds of ways within tournament rules.

“As you talk to guys in tournaments, there are different patterns for different people,” Walgate
said of how balls are cut and scuffed, “This one guy online, I used some of his pitches and
followed his patterns and that worked for me. Other guys use the concrete (to scuff the ball),
Some even use a cheese grater.”

It also helps to have some depth. One devastating pitcher can’t win you a tournament, Games are
four innings and a single pitcher can only work three of those.
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YouTube spawns championship foursome Feature

In a tournament game in Pennsylvania, Ohio Elite Wiffleball was in a scoreless game through six
innings, meaning teams had to move to their third pitchers. The Elite kept its shutout going and
won 1-0.

While some pitchers can bring the heat — videos online show some throwing the Wiffle Balls
close to 100 mph (rotator cuff surgery sold separately) — control and movement are more of what
the sport is about. Make the ball go up and down, in and out and still hit the target and you’re
going to win,

“I’m not one known for my speed,” said Walgate, who along with Schoch attends Medina
Christian Academy; Weber attends Highland while Garritano is a student at St. Francis Xavier.
“I’m more known for my movement.”

Much like backyard Wiffle Ball games around the country, the blg -time tournament games aren’t
necessarily filled with muscle-bound studs. In fact, Walgate said it’s quite the opposite, which
helps explain why his team, with two 14-year-olds and two 13-year-olds, was able to win the 17-
and-under national tournament.

“It’s just average guys playing in the league,” he said. “From a player’s perspective, it’s a much
more structured, intense, competitive, men’s softball league. It’s just guys with regular jobs;
they’re just coming to play Wiftle Ball.”

There is no more average American kid than Walgate, who was doing the most average of
average-kid things when he was sitting around bouncing through YouTube videos with no
inkling that Wiffle Ball videos existed, let alone would pop up on his screen.

But then one did, and since then Walgate’s life has taken on new meaning.

“To be quite honest, I have no idea why it showed up,” Walgate said. “I had never looked up
Wiffle Ball before. It just randomly popped up.

“Pm really happy it did.”
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