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Golden girl
Olympic champion Suni 
Lee heading to Auburn for 
her freshman year.  
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BROWNS

Browns fans complaining 
about the play calling is noth-
ing new.

“Run, run, pass, punt” and 
“Metcalf up the middle” were 
familiar refrains in the late 
1980s and early ’90s.

The criticism didn’t stop 
during the decades of losing 
that followed, but the screams 
were into a void. Does a Hue 
Jackson reverse on the goal 
line, or a Pat Shurmur handoff 
to a backup tight end really 
matter in a season with dou-
ble-digit losses?

The results mean everything 
again, and the volume has 
been cranked to 11 on the dis-
course regarding coach Kevin 
Stefanski’s play calling.

The theme through much of 
the season was revisited and 
amplified Saturday during, 

and especially after, the 24-22 
loss to the Packers in Green 
Bay. It sounds something like: 
Why didn’t he call more runs, 
especially for Pro Bowler Nick 
Chubb?

Chubb rushed 17 times for 
126 yards, a 7.4 average and 
a touchdown. He also caught 
three passes for 58 yards. The 
team rushed for 219 yards and 
an 8.8 average.

Stefanski’s play calls
coming under fire

The Browns got some of the help they needed 
Sunday in their quest to reach the playoffs.

They still need more, as well as to win their 
final two games to claim the AFC North.

The Bengals beat the Ravens 41-21 in Cincin-
nati to take a one-game lead in the AFC North.

In the second set of games, the Steelers lost to 
the Chiefs 36-10 in Kansas City.

So with two games left in the 17-game regular 
season, the Bengals are 9-6, the Ravens 8-7, the 
Steelers 7-7-1 and the Browns 7-8.

The Browns can get to 9-8 with wins in Pitts-
burgh on Jan. 3 and at home vs. the Bengals on 
Jan. 9. The Browns would then hold the tiebreak-
ers within the division.

But in order for the Browns to claim their first 
AFC North title since it was formed in 2002, the 

Still alive

Scott Petrak
The Chronicle-Telegram

Browns quarterback Baker Mayfield is sacked by Green Bay’s Rashan 
Gary during a 24-22 loss to the Packers on Christmas Day at Lambeau 
Field.
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NBA

LOS ANGELES — LeBron 
James is the gift that keeps on 
giving. The Lakers’ defense is 
the gift that keeps on giving 
opponents chances to win.

James, five days short of his 
37th birthday, was spectacular 
in scoring 39 points on Sat-
urday and leading the Lakers’ 
remarkable fourth-quarter 
push against the Brooklyn 
Nets in a showcase Christ-
mas Day game at the newly 
renamed Crypto.com Arena. 
He brought them back into 
a game they 
didn’t deserve 
to win, help-
ing them erase 
a 20-point 
deficit after 
three quarters 
and bringing 
fans to their 
feet in hopes 
of seeing if not 
a Christmas 
miracle, at least an end to the 
Lakers’ losing streak.

Despite his herculean 
efforts — again — the Lakers 
fell short. Their 122-115 loss to 
the equally COVID-19-stricken 
Nets was their fifth straight 
defeat and a waste of the lat-
est in a series of astonishing 
performances by James, who 
passed the late Kobe Bryant 
to become the NBA’s lead-
ing scorer in Christmas Day 
games.

“To watch it and to be a part 
of it even though those games 
are turning into Ls, I’ve never 
seen anything like this guy,” 
interim coach David Fizdale 
said, “and we better sure as 
hell be thanking our lucky 
stars for this guy. He has given 
us the most beautiful basket-
ball for the last however many 
years and he’s still giving it to 
us on Christmas Day.”

Fizdale paused to ask if 
James had broken Bryant’s 
record, which happened late 
in the first half. James has 
422 points in 16 Christmas 
Day games. “That’s fantastic,” 
Fizdale said. “At least I can say 
I was there for that.”

He then laughed, though 
there wasn’t much humor to it. 
Watching James was undeni-
ably stirring, and he brought 
the Lakers within two, at  
115-113, with a three-point 
shot from 30 feet and assisted 
on the Malik Monk finger-roll 
layup that tied the game at 115 
with 40.7 seconds left.

But there has to be more to 
the Lakers (16-18) than James 
and a bunch of guys who 
take up space, and without 
the injured Anthony Davis to 
share the burden, the team’s  
already-flawed roster looks 
infinitely worse. A team built 
around the players James 
wanted to play with and that 
looked unbalanced to start 
now looks like a team that will 
struggle to finish in the top six 
in the West and avoid a play-in 
situation. Russell Westbrook 

LeBron still
bringing it,
but Lakers
need more

Helene Elliott
Los Angeles Times (TNS)
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CAVALIERS 144, RAPTORS 99

CLEVELAND — Facing a depleted Raptors 
roster, the Cavaliers set franchise scoring 
records in a 144-99 rout Sunday led by Kevin 
Love and Darius Garland with 22 points each, 
and notched their 15th win this season of 10 
points or more — good for third in the NBA.

The Cavaliers scored a franchise-record 118 
points through three quarters — the most 
since Nov. 23, 2016 against Portland (112) — 
capping it off with a 46-point third quarter, 
which tied the record for points in a quarter.

Not to mention, the 45-point win was the 
team’s largest margin of victory in 30 years, fol-
lowing Cleveland’s 68-point win over Miami.

Hard to believe the Cavaliers were only 
up by one (35-34) after the first quarter, but 
Cleveland is down three starters of its own 
(Jarrett Allen, Isaac Okoro and Evan Mobley) 

and played only two games since Dec. 18, so 
the shakiness at the start of the game wasn’t 
all that surprising, but still frustrating.

“I think we knocked some of the rust off. 
Obviously going through all this stuff and not 
playing as many games, and then in practice 
like we said, trying to keep guys isolated,” Cav-
aliers coach J.B. Bickerstaff said. “So our guys 
just needed to play a little bit and I thought 
they started to knock the rust off in that sec-
ond quarter.”

The Raptors’ eight-man roster had four 
players on 10-day contracts and had not gath-
ered until a shootaround prior to the game 
Sunday. Yuta Watanbe had a career-high 26 
points and 13 rebounds for Toronto.

“I thought that the Raptors came out and 
played hard and they were outcompeting us 
in moments where you know, we gave up I 

Getting the points

Marissa McNees
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Cleveland’s Kevin Love shoots over Toronto’s Juwan Morgan during the Cavs’ 144-99 win over the Raptors at 
Rocket Mortgage FieldHouse on Sunday night.
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NEXT UP
WHO: Cleveland  
vs. New Orleans
WHEN: Tuesday, 8 p.m.
WHERE: Smoothie King 
Center, New Orleans
TV/RADIO:  
Bally Sports Ohio;  
WEOL 930-AM  
and 100.3-FM,  
WTAM 1100-AM,  
WMMS 100.7-FM 

Cavs tie franchise-record with 46 in 3rd quarter

NFL

CINCINNATI — Joe Burrow’s 
franchise record-breaking 
525-yard passing performance 
clearly meant something to the 
Cincinnati Bengals, who con-
tinued calling deep throws for 
him late in the fourth quarter 
with a 20-point lead against 
division rival Baltimore until 
the mark was secured.

Only three 
QBs in NFL 
history have 
thrown for 
more yards in 
a game. But 
Burrow was 
more inter-
ested in what 
the final score 
— 41-21 over 

the Ravens — meant for his 
team, which took over first 
place in the AFC North with 
two games left.

“We’re right where we want 
to be,” Burrow said. “We knew 
we had a chance to be in this 
position in training camp. We 
knew the kind of team we had. 
You couldn’t ask for a better 
situation right now. We control 
our destiny. Win these next two 
games, and we’ve got the divi-
sion locked.”

Burrow, who snapped 
Boomer Esiason’s team record 
of 522 yards, was 37-of-46 with 
two touchdown passes to Tee 
Higgins and one each to Tyler 
Boyd and Joe Mixon as the 
Bengals swept the Ravens for 
the first time since 2015. Cin-
cinnati won 41-17 at Baltimore 
on Oct. 24.

Burrow’s 500-yard passing 
day was the 24th in the NFL 
and the first this season, and he 
became the 20th QB to reach 
the half-century mark. Only 
Norm Van Brocklin (554 yards), 
Warren Moon (527) and Matt 
Schaub (527) have thrown for 
more. Burrow couldn’t remem-
ber if he had thrown for that 
many yards at any level.

“Maybe. Not sure. Probably. 
I threw for a ton of yards in 
high school, so who knows,” 
said Burrow, speaking after the 
game while wearing a Santa 

Burrow
buries
Ravens

Mitch Stacy
The Associated Press
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CURTAINS 
FOR 
STEELERS?
Chiefs 
deal major 
blow to 
Pittsburgh’s playoff 
hopes, winning 36-10.
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Bengals QB
sets record
in rout win
over Baltimore

Burrow

James

Browns get help,
but must win out


