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By Tony Bolick
The Courier-Tribune

A S H E B O R O  — 
Wednesday night, a pair 
of local athletes are up for 
three categories in the 2020 
High School OT (HSOT) 

awards. The 
ceremony 
will be aired 
on FOX 50 
WRAZ in 
the Triangle 
area along 
with being 
live-

s t r e a m e d  o n l i n e  o n 
HighSchoolOT.com and 
the HSOT app.

J a k e  T u g g l e  o f 
Wheatmore High School 
and Uwharrie Charter’s 
Heaven Fitch are the nom-
inees. Tuggle is one of six 
up for the Stuart Scott 
Courage award, named for 
former ESPN personal-
ity and UNC-Chapel Hill 
alum Stuart Scott who died 
of cancer Jan. 4, 2015. For 
Fitch, the record-setting 
Uwharrie Charter Academy 
wrestler is up for a pair of 
honors. She is in the run-
ning for female athlete of 
the year and story of the 
year.

Tuggle’s struggle

Tuggle was just recently 
named to The Courier-
Tribune 2020 All-County 
basketball team and is soon 
to begin his collegiate career 
as a player and student at 
Pfeiffer University. But it 
was a lot of work to get to 
where he is, a journey that 
nearly didn’t start.

Testing during Mandy 
T u g g l e s ’  p r e g n a n c y 
revealed issues that had 
doctor’s suggesting to her 
and father Doug Tuggle 
that they terminate the 
pregnancy. They made it 
through the pregnancy, but 
that was only the beginning.

“When he was born, he 
had severe club feet. He 
has had to go through mul-
tiple surgeries to correct 
the condition,” said Doug, 
who was also his son’s 
varsity coach for his final 
season at Wheatmore. “All 
of the struggles he has gone 
through. He was in casts for 
the first year of his life.”

Jake was taken to Duke 
when he was five days old. 
At six months, he went in 
for surgery. Most of his 
first three years were spent 
with his legs in casts. As he 

got older, he was running, 
playing soccer, but still 
struggled, falling down. 
They went back for more 
surgeries, breaking the 
bones, realigning his feet. 
By the time he was nine, he 
was out of the hospitals and 
on his feet.

After all those surgeries 
and breaks and healing, he 
still has to deal with some 
pain to this day.

“It’s still there,” said 
Jake. “Some nights after 
games it's not too bad, just 
like a sore ankle or some-
thing. But there’s still some 
(nights where) it can really 
hurt.

“It’s not too bad. I have a 
massage chair that I use to 
try to help. It’s all just part 
of it.”

And even through all 
that, he chooses to spend 
his time helping others 
less fortunate. Like Caleb 
Hill, a student with Down 
Syndrome which Jake’s 
group is complete a dream 
meeting between Tim 
Tebow and Hill.

Actually, he works with 
a WHS group, the Junior 
Dream Team which is part 
of another group.

“Dream on 3 is a non-
profit organization that 
helps out kids with life-
long conditions,” Jake said. 
“It’s basically like Make-
A-Wish. It grants a sports 
dream for kids.

“I was fortunate that 
I had the opportunity to 
play and (will) play on into 
college. Some of these kids 
don’t get that.”

“He’s tried to bring the 
things that he’s able to 
do now. He wants to help 
them experience what he 
has,” Doug said. “He knows 
what those kids are going 
through. He’s been there.

“He took on the task of 
finding something to relate 
to with kids in his situation. 
(Turns out) We were very 
fortunate that the doctors 
were wrong.”

Heavenly year

The two honors for 
Fitch are both completely 
wrapped up in what was 
easily a career year for the 
junior Eagle. In her soph-
omore year, she began 
etching her name into the 
NCHSAA record books 
and she just kept on with a 
breakout year.

“I’m surprised that I was 
nominated. It is pretty neat 
to be recognized that way,” 
said Fitch, who added that 
her big year and being a 
state champion still really 
hasn’t sunk in yet.

“Not fully. I don’t really 
think about it too much. 

It just kind of seems like 
it didn’t even happen 
almost.”

Last year, she survived 
to the semifinal round 
of the state tournament 
in Greensboro, finishing 
fourth and becoming the 
first to place in the state 
as a female, wrestling with 
the guys and not in the new 
girl’s invitational tourna-
ment the NCHSAA was 
hosting that same week-
end. Fast-forward to this 
past year, and Fitch was 
rolling, racking up wins 
and gold medals at tour-
naments. In January, she 
surpassed Brenoah Neal 
as the NCHSAA’s win-
ningest career female 
wrestler — with her senior 
still to go - on the way to 
Most Outstanding wres-
tler at regionals as a regional 
champion — another state 
first — and then her record-
setting state title.

“I’ve always felt a lot of 
pressure. It always made 
me pretty nervous, but 
once I got to state (tour-
nament), I was a lot more 
confident than anything,” 
Fitch said. “There has been 
a lot of support. A lot of 
people telling me that they 
are proud of me which felt 
really nice.”

Still, the UCA rising-
senior says it’s a lot of 
pressure and attention 
that she’s not really after 
with all that has happened 

in her career. She just fol-
lowed behind her brother’s 
and has been doing some-
thing she’s had fun with her 
whole life.

“I’m an introvert. I didn’t 
expect any of the attention 
at all.”

Fitch spends her time 
outside of wrestling with 
art (mostly painting) and 
she also plays the ukulele.

As for the future?
“I’m not really sure. It 

would be great to win (state 
title) again,” Fitch said, but 
beyond that, she is not sure.

She wants to go to col-
lege, but isn’t really set on 
any specific course. She 
adds she might look at biol-
ogy or psychology as she 
says she’s always liked and 
been pretty good at science. 
And wrestling? Well, she is 
weighing her options there, 
too. She has received a few 
offers, but has not made up 
her mind if that is some-
thing she wants to do or not.

But first up, there is 
tonight and, perhaps, 
another chapter to what has 
already been a great year.

“I think it’d be pretty 
great (to win). It would be 
great to get wrestling out to 
other girls,” she said. “I’ve 
done it almost my whole 
life. It was just another step 
to take. A way to (challenge) 
myself in skill (level).”

And she’s pretty much 
been up to the challenge all 
along. You go girl.

Two up for HSOT honors

WHS’ Jake Tuggle, 
UCA’s Heaven Fitch 
up for three honors 
in awards ceremony 
streaming live 
tonight

Tuggle

Wheatmore’s Jake Tuggle lays the ball up against Asheboro in the 29th Courier-Tribune Christmas Invitational at 
Asheboro high school on Dec. 27, 2019. Tuggle is up for the HSOT’s Stuart Scott Courage award. [PJ WARD-BROWN/SPECIAL 

TO THE COURIER-TRIBUNE]

UCA’s Heaven Fitch fl exes after becoming the fi rst female 
to win an NCHSAA Championship in the 1A 106 in the 
Championship. [PJ WARD-BROWN/SPECIAL TO THE COURIER-

TRIBUNE]

By Steve Reed   
The Associated Press

CONCORD — Kyle 
Busch normally cel-
ebrates his victories by 
climbing on top of his 
race car and bowing to 
the crowd.

But with no fans in 
attendance at Charlotte 
Motor Speedway on 
Monday night due to the 
coronavirus pandemic, 
Busch passed on the 
tradition after driving 
past Austin Cindric on 
the final lap of overtime 
to claim his 97th career 
Xfinity Series win.

“It kinda felt a little 
odd,” Busch said. “I 
guess I could have bowed 
to the camera.”

After a crash involving 
several cars sent the race 
into overtime, Cindric 
had a great restart in 
overtime and overtook 
Busch for the lead start-
ing from the inside lane. 

But Busch battled 
back, driving by Cindric 
on the backstretch of the 
final lap and holding on 
to win 18th overall race 
at CMS.

“I thought choos-
ing the outside was the 
right way but obviously 
it wasn’t. I don’t know,” 
Busch said. “Those guys 
put up a whale of a fight 

tonight on restarts. I 
guess I’m not good at it 
anymore.”

Cindric thought he had 
Busch beat.

“To almost beat one 
of the best in the busi-
ness on worse tires, I 
never lifted, I never lifted 
until I knew I was done,” 
Cindric said. “I wanted 
to win so bad.”

Busch has won 210 
races overall across 
NASCAR’s top three 
series, the most of any 
driver.

Daniel Hemric edged 
Cindric for second. 
Cindric finished third 
f o l l o w e d  b y  R o s s 
Chastain and Justin 
Allgaier.

Busch appeared in 
control for most of the 
race winning the first 
two stages, but was 
assessed a speeding pen-
alty on pit row with 38 
laps to go, dropping him 
to 10th place.

But Busch was far from 
done.

H e  b a t t l e d  b a c k 
through the field with the 
help of a series of strong 
restarts on the six cau-
tions over the final 45 
laps.

Busch recaptured the 
lead with 10 laps to go, 
but nearly gave it all 
away in overtime.

Kyle Busch wins 
Xfi nity race in OT

Kyle Busch crosses the fi nish line to win the NASCAR 
Xfi nity Series race at Charlotte Motor Speedway on
Monday in Concord. [GERRY BROOME/THE ASSOCIATED PRESS]

By Chip Alexander   
Tribune News Service

T h e  C a r o l i n a 
Hurricanes were one of 
two NHL teams to vote 
against a 24-team return 
to play format that has 
been approved by the 
NHL Players’ Association 
executive board.

W h y ?  J o r d a n 
Martinook, the team’s 
player representative to 
the NHLPA, said Monday 
the Canes believed an 
extra play-in round, as 
proposed, would not 
only lengthen the 2020 
Stanley Cup playoffs 
but also the odds against
them winning the Cup.

“You play so hard 
throughout the whole 
season to kind of put 
yourself in a position 
to make the playoffs,” 
Martinook said in a Zoom 
media call. “Obviously 
we had a pretty good shot 
at making it and ... from 
where we were and where 
I think our team could get 
to, it kind of limits our 
odds and makes you play 
another playoff series, 
basically.

“Every playoff series 
is tough. When you have 
to win four to win the 
Stanley Cup I think the 
[St. Louis] Blues would 
tell you it’s hard enough. 
Now that you’ll have to 
win five it’s obviously 
hard but it is what it is. 
We’re fine with the way 
it’s going to go. ...

“It wasn’t like we 
didn’t want to play or 

anything. It was just this 
particular option maybe 
didn’t benefit us. It’s 
just kind of the stance 
we took.”

Because of the corona-
virus pandemic, the NHL, 
along with all the other 
major leagues, suspended 
its 2019-20 season. On 
March 12 it announced 
a “pause” that now has 
stretched a few months 
and many of the NHL 
players returned to their 
home cities, whether in 
the U.S., Canada or out-
side North America.

But the NHL and 
NHLPA have been jointly 
working to try and restart 
the season. 

The NHLPA on Friday 
announced the execu-
tive board decision on 
the 24-team format, in 
which the top four teams 
in each conference would 
receive first-round byes 
while the other 16 go 
through a best-of-five 
play-in round to deter-
mine the top 16 teams to 
compete for the Cup.

The games would be 
played without fans, pos-
sibly at as many as four 
“hub” sites.

Another step was taken 
Monday by the NHL, 
which announced it soon 
would begin “Phase 2” of 
the restart. Players, after 
a self-quarantine period, 
will be allowed to partici-
pate in small, voluntary 
workouts — no more than 
six players in a group — 
on and off the ice at the 
team’s facilities.

Canes opposed 24-team 
NHL return format
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