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FEATURED

A routine lacrosse play left Andrew Thomas in growing discomfort
after the game. In a matter of hours, he would be facing death.
Emily Brown

Mar 30, 2019

Concern flooded through Nick Willertz as he looked at his teammate during a
Feb. 24, 2018, bus ride back to Lynchburg.

Quickly pushed aside were the thoughts of the game he and the University of
Lynchburg men’s lacrosse team had just completed, a matchup with seventh-
ranked Cabrini in Pennsylvania decided by a goal. Focus, instead, turned to

University of Lynchburg lacrosse player Andrew Thomas converses with his teammates before the game against Randolp
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Andrew Thomas.

“He was definitely just struggling,” Willertz said of Thomas, a fellow junior at the
time and his roommate.

Thomas, normally content to quietly slide into the background in a group of 50
players, became the center of attention. The 5-foot-8 player couldn’t get
comfortable and was having trouble breathing. Willertz and his teammates could
see the agony enveloping Thomas’ usually calm demeanor.

“‘Just do everything you can, man. Just keep breathing.’ Just trying to say stuff
like that,” Willertz recalled telling Thomas. “And then as the bus ride went on, he
was in excruciating pain.”

No one knew exactly what was wrong. But, Willertz said, “all of us were starting
to realize it was pretty serious.”

The post-game trek back to Lynchburg, normally reserved for rest and reflection,
took a fateful turn.

***



Thomas couldn’t sit all the way back in his seat without experiencing pain. He
couldn’t take a deep breath.

As his teammates looked on, Thomas found his way to the restroom at the back of
the bus and started vomiting.

The injury he knew he’d endured during the game began morphing from an
inconvenience into a real problem.

According to Thomas, the pain first emerged as he delivered a body check to a
Cabrini player.

“The other team got the ball, tried to get it over midfield,” he said. “I just kind of
ran into the dude.”

University of Lynchburg lacrosse starters high-�ve players from the starting line-up before the game against Randolph College

on March 23, 2019.
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In a game against one of the nation’s top teams, every play counted. Thomas “had
to” do what he could to try to prevent a goal.

The moments that followed the hit brought a punch of discomfort. Immediately,
Thomas said, he got the wind knocked out of him. But Thomas didn’t find the
nearest exit, didn’t call for a sub, choosing instead to continue playing.

“I was like, ‘No big deal. They can’t do anything about it anyway,’” Thomas
recalled thinking, attributing the pain to what he thought was a cracked rib, “So
might as well play through it.”

Only after the game did he process the hit and its ramifications.

“That’s when it really hurt the most,” he said, explaining his pain intensified as he
lay on the ground while an athletic trainer checked him out.

University of Lynchburg lacrosse player Andrew Thomas during practice on March 13, 2019.
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But at the time, there weren’t obvious signs that required serious treatment.

So Thomas joined his teammates on the bus, hoping the pain would subside
eventually.

Things only got worse.

***

Coach Steve Koudelka asked Thomas to move up to the front of the bus with
him not long into the nearly six-hour journey back. Thomas could use some
space, and Koudelka could keep a better eye on him there.

For stretches, the junior was aware and talking normally with his coach. The two
shared thoughts on another team as they watched film, Thomas said, remembering
the moment Koudelka pointed out a player they’d have to watch out for in their
upcoming matchup.

But quickly, Thomas’ demeanor changed.

“He was really warm for five, 10 minutes, and then really cold for five, 10
minutes. Just kind of had these episodes where for 10 minutes we would be
having a great conversation and talking, and then for 10 minutes he would be in
excruciating pain,” Koudelka said. “The ebbs and flows of that kind of spoke to,
‘There’s more here than meets the eye.’”

A couple hours into the trip, the team pulled into a Wawa.

As the rain fell that evening, Thomas left his space on the bus and found a spot on
the ground, where he lay trying to find relief from the pain.

But none came.



By then, Koudelka and Lynchburg’s athletic training staff knew the problem
wasn’t a cracked rib. They knew it was something serious.

They hoped, then, that doctors at a nearby hospital could provide the answers.

***

All the explanations didn’t come immediately, but doctors started to chip away at
the mystery when Thomas arrived at a Northern Virginia hospital.

While his teammates continued on the road back to Lynchburg, Koudelka and
athletic training staff decided to get Thomas to a doctor immediately, putting him
on the school van that trailed the team bus and turning it toward the hospital.

University of Lynchburg lacrosse player Andrew Thomas during weight training with his teammates on March 29, 2019.
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“I think when these people come onto our campus, there’s a certain obligation we
have to them. And probably the first and foremost [responsibility] is to keep them
safe,” Koudelka said.

Thomas, in fact, didn’t have a cracked rib.

He was bleeding into his chest cavity. One of his lungs was “pretty much
completely collapsed,” Thomas said, and the other was partially collapsed.

Quickly, the Roswell, Georgia, native was transported to a bigger hospital nearby
in Fairfax, a place better equipped to respond to his situation.

Multiple tests later, doctors had their answer.

A tumor growing in Thomas’ body had ruptured.

He had a paraganglioma, a rare tumor that attacks the nervous system, according
to the American Association of Endocrine Surgeons. Such tumors are found in
just two out of every 1 million people each year, Columbia University’s
Department of Surgery said.

In a matter of hours, Thomas went from looking healthy to facing death.



***

Amid the danger, Thomas’ laid-back personality took over.

“In the back of my mind, I was kind of sketched out,” he said, “but I remember
still just being calm.”

Even facing surgeries — one to stop the bleeding and another to remove the
tumor — and despite not knowing whether the tumor was cancerous, Thomas
remained upbeat.

“It was a big deal,” he said, “but I didn’t really make it feel like a big deal.”

In fact, Thomas learned, the second surgery came with potential devastating side
effects. The tumor touched his spine, meaning he could be paralyzed if something
went wrong.

University of Lynchburg lacrosse player Andrew Thomas warms up before the game against Randolph College on March 23,

2019.
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“I was like, ‘OK then, don’t mess up,’” Thomas said with a smile, remembering
his thoughts upon hearing that news.

***

After about a week in the hospital, Thomas was released and on his way back to
Lynchburg to rejoin the team he was forced to part ways with on that rainy
February evening.

Both surgeries were successful. Doctors removed the tumor — which was benign
— completely. It was the size of a softball, according to Thomas, and weighed
nearly half a pound.

Along with the positive medical outlook Thomas took away from his stay, he
carried with him a badge he’ll forever wear.

The horizontal scar across his back, near his shoulder blade, that stretches about a
foot remains to tell the story of the traumatic event.

“I like it,” he said with a smile. “It’s a little souvenir.”

***

In the hours shrouded in uncertainty over his condition, Thomas’ teammates
and coaches weren’t concerned with what would come of the rest of their season
without Thomas, the team’s second-leading goal scorer and the Old Dominion
Athletic Conference’s eighth-leading goal scorer in 2017.

“I don’t remember even thinking about that at all,” Koudelka said. “… In that
hospital, everything shut down for those 12 hours or so.”



The Hornets knew they’d miss Thomas on the field but remained focused on
getting him healthy first.

“Obviously eventually, you start to realize that’s a big missing piece on the field,”
Willertz said. “[But we tried to] give him the message that, … ‘We’re gonna be
fired up when you’re back, but don’t push it, don’t do it too soon. When you’re
ready, it’s gonna be awesome to have you back.’”

Thomas, though, knew he’d be restless on the sideline.

“I just wanted to get back on the field as quick as possible. [My sophomore year]
was my first time really getting a lot of playing time, so I was like, ‘I can’t let this
go. This is my chance,’” he said. “I just love the sport.”

University of Lynchburg lacrosse player Andrew Thomas scores a goal within moments of entering the game against Randolph

College on March 23, 2019.
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So together with Lynchburg’s athletic training staff, Thomas slowly made his way
back.

First, the rehab focused on stretching. Thomas had his ribs spread 6 inches for a
surgery, he explained, so even lifting his arm above his head wasn’t possible for a
period of time.

Walks around the track, with his stick back in his hand, served as cardio workouts
— and a distraction from being away from his teammates — according to
Caroline Wesley, Lynchburg’s director of athletic training services.

Eventually, Thomas regained a range of movement and the strength to allow him
to shoot.

Day by day, he got a little bit healthier thanks to the work put in with staff and on
his own.

“A lot of that is on him,” Wesley said of Thomas’ improvement. “We always kind
of say, ‘We give you the tools, you have to use them, you have to do it.’

“He’s been really resilient through the whole thing. He just wants to just go do it.”

***

About seven months after Thomas delivered the fateful hit against Cabrini, he
returned to the field with the Hornets for a fall scrimmage.

“The reason you coach is to find kids who love this sport as much as you do, and
then you surround yourself with 50 of those guys. … He was absolutely
somebody who, you could tell, loves playing this game. It’s one of the reasons he
has the skill set that he has,” Koudelka said. “More than anything, it was just
exciting for him.

“[For him] to be able to have [lacrosse] back and still be able to do it, to me, was
the most satisfying part of this equation, because I knew he loved it.”

And for this year’s spring season, his senior year, Thomas is all the way back.

“He is healed as healed can be,” Wesley said.



Thomas has played in all 10 of the
Hornets’ games so far and has tallied
12 goals, good for the fourth-highest
total on the team, to go with six
assists.

“It’s great to have him back. He’s
one of the craftiest lacrosse players
I’ve ever played with,” Willertz said
of Thomas. “He’s pretty much
money around the [goal].”

Much of Thomas’ scoring ability
comes from a combination of natural
talent and quickness, but an
important piece of the equation
comes in his physicality, too. And
while some lacrosse players who’d
gone through such trauma could tend
to play reserved, Thomas takes a
different approach.

“If I play a little hesitant, that’s not
my game,” he said. “I’m used to throwing my body around a little bit.”

***

To this day, the cause of the tumor is unknown.

A trip to a geneticist last summer didn’t set off any red flags, he said. He doesn’t
know how long the tumor had been growing, either.

But looking back, there were signs something was wrong.

Following lacrosse games he played in high school, he often felt a pain in his
chest.

University of Lynchburg lacrosse player Andrew Thomas poses

for a portrait on March 29, 2019.



“My chest would be throbbing, and I was like, ‘pulled muscle,’” he said. “My
parents knew about it. I’d just put a little Icy Hot on it.”

During a past doctor’s visit for an unrelated injury, he brought up the chest pain
and received the same diagnosis — pulled muscle — and he didn’t have any
reason to second-guess the response.

Thomas, though, isn’t bitter about doctors not catching the tumor earlier. Instead,
he’s relieved now that he’s rid of the abnormal tissue, and a potential fatal injury
no longer hangs over his head.

As he recalled what he called one of the most “unique” injury situations in his
career around athletics, Koudelka said the ordeal has only produced a stronger
player.

“There was something inside him that was causing some issues. … So now, his
body has rejuvenated itself, it’s cleared of that,” he said. “… We’re seeing the
strongest version of Andrew Thomas we’ve ever seen here, and it’s obviously a
very good version. There’s no doubt about it.”
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More information

Andrew Thomas and the University of Lynchburg men’s lacrosse team begin a three-
game homestand this week, starting with a matchup with Old Dominion Athletic
Conference foe Ferrum, scheduled for 7 p.m. Tuesday at Shellenberger Field.

Andrew Thomas, left, talks with his University of Lynchburg lacrosse teammates during weight training on March 29, 2019.
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Making their voices heard: In the Carolina League,
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Melanie Newman and Suzie Cool couldn’t have been less prepared. For the response,
that is.

When the news broke ahead of the 2019 season, the tandem had no idea the amount of
messages they would receive.

Newman couldn’t keep her phone charged, she said. It “blew up” with positive reactions
to the news. For the first time in baseball history, an all-female crew would take over the
broadcast booth. Newman and Cool had been tapped as the 2019 broadcasters for the
Salem Red Sox.

“We’re showing up to do our job,” Newman said during an interview, recalling the day
her name garnered more attention than it ever had before. The thought that followed, she
added, was obvious: “What is going on?”

While the duo back then wasn’t prepared for the spotlight they’d been thrust into, their
resumes told the story of two women ready and qualified to take over a spot in the press
box normally reserved for men. And in the 2019 season, thanks to Newman, Cool and
two others, the Carolina League broadcasting ranks have expanded to include more
females than ever before.

A season ago, Cool made history as the Carolina League’s first female broadcaster.
Then and now, she serves as the No. 2 voice on the Red Sox radio network while also
fulfilling her duties as Salem’s marketing and promotions manager and on-field host.
Newman, meanwhile, had been an assistant broadcaster for another minor league team
last season before she became the main play-by-play announcer for Salem this year.

Maura Sheridan joined the Fayetteville Woodpeckers broadcast crew as an assistant this
year, as well. In Lynchburg, Emily Messina finds her way into the booth as an unofficial
broadcaster to do play-by-play or color when she’s not tied up as the Hillcats’ press box
manager.

Between the three officially recognized broadcasters, the Carolina League includes half
of all of Minor League Baseball’s females in the booth. And while Newman and Cool
made headlines early in the season for doubling the number of female broadcasters



normally heard calling the game, a handful of Carolina League games this year have
featured not two but three female voices.

“It’s pretty freakin’ cool,” Newman said of the experience.

This weekend and into next week, when Salem and Lynchburg meet in two back-to-
back series — in six contests on which the Hillcats’ playoff hopes could hinge — fans
of the teams can listen to a trio of women relaying the gameday experience over the
airwaves as Messina, Cool and Newman call the games.

The paths for each of the four women to the broadcast booth weren’t always straight.

Newman grew up as an introvert, and never saw a broadcast career in her future.

“I did not grow up with the mindset I would be doing something like this,” she said.

Sports weren’t always her forte, either, she said, at least not when she stepped onto the
field or court. But her love of sports wasn’t tied to her athletic ability. She’d always
been a student of the game.

“You go to a sporting event today and you see parents try to manage [their kids when]
they want to run around and do other things. I wanted to sit in my seat and watch what
was going on. I had questions about what happened or a call,” Newman said. “I was not
very athletic growing up. I tried. It just was not in my skill set, but I still wanted to
learn.”

Cool played T-ball as a child and couldn’t wait until the game was over.

“I absolutely hated it,” she said. “I was the kid who was doing cartwheels and picking
dandelions in right field.”

Eventually, she found her way back to sports and developed a love that originally wasn’t
there, even finding a spot on a Division III softball team and becoming a Pittsburgh
Pirates ball girl.



It was in Pittsburgh, she added, that she realized, “This is what I need to be a part of
forever.”

Sheridan always loved sports, recalling 15-plus years later the hurt she felt as a kid
when her Boston Red Sox lost to the Yankees in the American League Championship
Series.

“I was 7, and it was the biggest heartbreak I’d experienced,” she said in an interview
this spring, still harboring some disappointment.

Sheridan had hopes of a professional broadcast job for years, spending her time before
joining the Woodpeckers calling other sports for the University of Vermont. She only
stumbled upon the opportunity to call baseball games in Fayetteville, North Carolina,
before being hired.

And Messina, a recent graduate of Catholic University, explained the times she listened
to the Yankees radio broadcast, which included a woman analyst, as a child driving to
the beach with her family served as inspiration to get where she is now.

“I think listening to her was something that gave me the mindset that, ‘This is something
I can do. This is something I can pursue just not for fun but as a career,’” Messina said.
“I’ve had the same kind of dream since I was 10, which is kind of outlandish, but I feel
like I’m kind of making it happen.”

The four women each entered with plenty of experience in athletics, whether by
covering games, doing stats or completing any number of other gameday jobs on a
regular basis.

Still, though, there are times they’ve felt like they had to prove themselves.

“I think there have been times where I’m in a situation where I feel like I need to, like,
drop a stat or [offer] some baseball knowledge so people don’t think I’m not just there
because I think it could be fun,” Messina said. “I’m there because I really like baseball,
and this is where I want to work.”

Sheridan, too, has seen negative reactions from time to time.



“I think with baseball, because it is America’s sport, people are so traditional about it. ...
With the deep-rooted superstitions and traditions, people tend to be set in their ways,”
she said. “ … There’s that, ‘Well you never played it, so you don’t understand it.”

Today, the four don’t worry about detractors or outside comments, they say, instead
focusing on describing the pitch, the hit, the play in the outfield and every other piece of
the game to transport audiences to the ballpark through a broadcast.

It’s far from normal to have a female in the booth for a baseball game, but the four
agreed they’re out to normalize the phenomenon.

Minor League Baseball itself also is on board, according to Belicia Montgomery, the
MiLB’s manager of data and businesses process who is a member of the Women in
Baseball Leadership Committee.

“It’s about time,” Montgomery said of the influx of women in Carolina League booths.
“Now I just hope people get used to it, because it’s gonna keep happening.”

Emily Brown covers the Hillcats, ODAC and high school sports for The News &
Advance. Reach her at (434) 385-5529.
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E.C. Glass' ever-improving performance in classroom
leads to success on gridiron
By Emily Brown ebrown@newsadvance.com
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E.C. Glass running back Kyjuan Brown carries the ball during a game against Liberty Christian at Liberty University's

Williams Stadium on Oct. 11, 2019.
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Three years ago, Xavius Hager wasn’t focused much on the future. As a ninth-grader,
Hager would enter a classroom at E.C. Glass not worried so much about the assignments
or tests.

“I wasn’t serious about anything, honestly,” he said.

So the lackluster grades followed.
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The final report cards contained a few standout grades. A’s and B’s weren’t completely
out of place. But D’s and an F were scattered in, too. As a freshman at the midtown
school, Hager’s GPA wasn’t awful, hovering somewhere above 2.0. But Hager didn’t
jump off the page as an academic standout.

In three years, though, things have changed. For Hager, definitely, but also for his
comrades who take to the turf with him as members of the Hilltoppers varsity football
team.

Now, coach Jeff Woody said, his Glass squad is a different team than the one the school
fielded when he arrived a few years back. And this year’s accomplishments on the
gridiron — the 8-0 record that contains multiple blowouts and matches the best start for
a Glass team since 1995 — is the result of the team’s commitment to success off the
field as well, he said, starting in the classroom.

“They know what’s expected of them,” Woody said of his players during practice
Wednesday, “and the results are there [now].”

In the early stages of Woody’s tenure, E.C. Glass had plenty of work to do. On the field,
the 2015 team put together a 1-9 record. Woody and his coaching staff knew things had
to change, but real progress would require more than running drills and implementing
new plays.

“Since then, we got together as a coaching staff and [asked], ‘What do we need to do to
make sure our team gets better?’” Woody explained. “We said the first thing we demand
is accountability, and that’s in the classroom, on the football field, and outside of the
football field and classroom in society.”

Out of those meetings, Woody added, “The Blueprint” was born. The Hilltoppers would
be held to new standards.

Ask any of the players about “The Blueprint,” and they know exactly what you’re
talking about. It’s the master plan on which the entire program is built, and the standard
by which members of the team hold each other accountable.



If they want a chance to play under the lights on Friday nights, they’d have to attend
80% of offseason workouts. And, more importantly, they’d have to get things straight in
the classroom and maintain a 2.0 GPA.

In the pre-Blueprint days, Glass players had “no clue” what their GPAs were, Woody
said. In response, Woody and his staff started preaching the education gospel.

“I wanted them to get familiar with how important a GPA is. If you want to go
somewhere, grades are No. 1. You’ve got to have academics straight,” he said, recalling
his original and ongoing message to players. “Your future is more than just what’s in
between these lines. Your future also includes the classroom.”

In 2015, Glass sported a 1.9 GPA as a team, which Woody said directly correlated with
that disastrous 1-9 record.

But in the years that have followed, players have pulled themselves up to meet The
Blueprint standards.

Last year, the group’s GPA sat at 3.1. This year, it’s at 3.51, Woody said, because of the
work of players like Hager.

For the senior middle linebacker, that so-so GPA is a thing of a past. Gone are the report
cards with D’s. And even the C’s have been kicked off, thanks to Hager’s work ethic,
which now has him working through lunches from time to time to get his homework
done before the school day ends.

As a junior, Hager made all A’s and B’s. And in his final year of high school, Hager is
making all A’s for the first time ever and is on track to fulfill a dream: going to college
and becoming the first person in his family to do so.

The senior explained a handful of the lessons he’s come to understand and implement as
he traveled the path to academic success, all of which he’s seen play out on the gridiron
among his teammates, too.

“It brings confidence to the table,” Hager noted. “It brings responsibility. Shows that
you’re respectful.”



Hager’s teammate, fellow senior Chris Vaughan, added to the list.

Working hard in the classroom leads to a mentality of hard work on the field, as well as
a renewed sense of focus. Vaughan, a defensive and offensive lineman who has around a
3.6 GPA, added competition plays out both in the classroom and on the turf now, too.

“It’s a competition there, too. In the classroom, you want to get the best grades,” he said.

And all of those lessons have directly led to success on Friday nights and paved the path
for a future for the Glass athletes.

The quiet days, when there wasn’t any recruiting noise from college coaches — the days
Woody said he felt like he could hear crickets chirping — are over. Now, Woody said,
it’s a “hustle” to schedule meetings with college coaches who want to speak with his
players, who in the last three seasons have gone a combined 25-10.

Having seen the real results of a better work ethic in the classroom, Glass coaches aren’t
the only ones holding players accountable. The players themselves are invested in each
other, looking out for one another on the gridiron and off.

“Now,” Vaughan said, “everybody’s on it.”

On Friday, then, when Glass takes on chief rival Heritage at City Stadium at 7 p.m., the
Hilltoppers hope they’re just as sharp as they are in the classroom as they aim to keep
on winning.

“Winning — and that means in the classroom and that means on this field — is not a
sometimes thing. It’s an all the time thing,” Woody said.

“We’ve gotta practice well, we’ve gotta do well in the classroom, and we’ve gotta do
well in society.”

Emily Brown covers the Hillcats, ODAC and high school sports for The News &
Advance. Reach her at (434) 385-5529.


