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Local squads face oif in finals
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Eli Kuykendall goes up for a layup while facing the defense
of Drathan Dixon. Kuykendall scored 13 points in a WCMS loss.

By JEFFERY SIMMONS

Sportswriter for the Southern Standard
(McMinnville, Tennessee)

This year's Masonic Lodge boys
championship trophy was guaranteed
to stay in Warren County.

In the finals, the Warren County
Thunder - an all-star team composed of
players from county teams - defeated
Warren County Middle School 39-34.

Coached by Dustin Curtis, who led
the Dibrell Wildcats to a 17-0 season,
the Thunder were able to trip up the
Pioneers in a matchup that area basket-
ball fans have been clamoring over for
years.

The game wasn't a letdown.

The lead bounced back and forth
several times, with neither able to gain
much separation. The Thunder didn't
pull away until late, using a stifling de-
fense and big baskets from Aaron Ash-
burn - their leading scorer with 9 points
- to hold off the Pioneers.

Rounding out the scoring for the
Thunder was Tyler Dunn with 7, Blake
Adams with 6, Jordan Sandlin with
5, Kaden Desmarais with 4, Matthew
Young and Drathan Dixon with 3 each
and Nathan Elrod and Hagen Stewart
with 2 points apiece.

For the Pioneers, Eli Kuykendall
led the way with 13 points while
Asher Wallace added 12. Caden
Beaty finished with 5, followed by
Chance Hunter with 3 and Keldrick
Cox with 1.

Tyler Dunn races upcourt during Saturday's title
game. Dunn, a PG from Morrison, scored seven to help
the Warren County Thunder defeat the WCMS Pioneers.

NASHVILLE (AP) — The
Tennessee Titans finally making
the playoffs left Pro Bowl defen-
sive lineman Jurrell Casey
speechless.

Well, for a moment anyway.

"Thinking amazing.
Unbelievably fulfilling," Casey
said. "I've been waiting this for
seven years, and finally got the
opportunity to get out there."

Plenty of his Tennessee team-
mates are experiencing all sorts of
emotions after helping end the
franchise's playoff drought after
eight long seasons.

Only 18 of the Titans who
helped beat Jacksonville 15-10 in
the regular-season finale to clinch
the AFC's No. 5 seed have been to
the playoffs before.

That leaves 35 making their
playoff debut Saturday when the
Titans (9-7) visit the Kansas City
Chiefs (10-6).

Linebacker Brian Orakpo has
only been with the Titans three
seasons, but this will be the post-
season debut for the nine-year
veteran.

After nine years, the 31-year-
old Orakpo was beginning to
think he'd never get the chance at
a playoff game.

"I'm excited personally, and I'm
really going to enjoy it," Orakpo
said. "Work my tail off this whole
week to make something really
happen while we are in there (the
playofts)."

The Titans, given Monday off,
snapped a three-game skid to
earn their playoff berth. They will
go to Kansas City as big under-

dogs with the Chiefs already
favored by 7V points.

Long odds are no issue for the
Titans who saw firsthand last
spring what a team can do in the
postseason no matter the seed.

They cheered as the NHL's
Nashville Predators went into the
playoffs as the second wild card
in the Western Conference only to
reach their first Stanley Cup Final.

Now they hope to mimic what
the Predators did.

"We're excited,” quarterback
Marcus Mariota said. "Hopefully,
we can take it just as far as they
did."

Linebacker Derrick Morgan,
Tennessee's first-round pick back
in 2010, had to wait until his
eighth NFL season to prepare for
his first playoff game.

"We are one of six AFC teams,
so anything can happen,” Morgan
said. "It's the playoffs. You have
seen a lot of fifth and sixth teams
go all the way, so we'll see what
happens.

"It's been a long time coming. A
lot of 2-14 seasons and 3-13, and
6-10 seasons. To finally have a
meaningful game in Week 17 and
actually get in feels great, man.
Our boys don't stop.”

Coach Mike Mularkey's job sta-
tus reportedly was at risk with a
loss. Controlling owner Amy
Adams Strunk, who promoted
Mularkey as an interim coach in
November 2015 and gave him the
job in January 2016, was in the
locker room to greet her coach
who just earned his first playoff
berth in his fifth full NFL season.

Titans prep for playoffs

PLAYOFF

SCHEDULE

SATURDAY, JAN. 6
Titans at Chiefs
3:20 p.m., ESPN/CBS

Falcons at Rams
7:15 p.m., NBC

SUNDAY, JAN. 7
Bills at Jaguars
12:05 p.m., CBS

Panthers at Saints
3:40 p.m., FOX

Mularkey said he didn't feel
the need to address the reports
that he might be fired with his
team.

Instead, he led the Titans to
their first back-to-back winning
seasons since 2007 and 2008, and
linebacker Wesley Woodyard
gave him a game ball after the
game.

"It's more gratifying because I
was here for two of the years that
we weren't so good. To watch a
team take a franchise and believe
in something, and watch it turn
around and become competitive
every Sunday, where they have a
chance to win every single
Sunday, is gratifying," Mularkey
said. "That's what you coach for."

Now the Titans have another

goal they will try to scratch off
Saturday: Win their first playoff
game since January 2004.
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Jayon Brown celebrates after making a big defensive stop

in Sunday's 15-10 victory over the Jaguars.

Marcus Mariota had little success in the air against
the NFL's top-ranked pass defense, but his late run
sealed a victory and playoff berth for the Titans.
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Tempers flared following Sunday's divisional game between the Titans and Jaguars. Adoree Jackson,
middle, and Titan Pro Bowler Jurrell Casey scuffle with Jacksonville LB Blair Brown.
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