Akron's Joyce, Travis: Friends, former teammates of LeBron

By Travis Sawchik, Rocky Mount Telegram 

CHAPEL HILL – The mighty King James was dying right before them. 

This past March, Akron's Saint Vincent-Saint Mary's basketball team held its senior night. The players in their final year of high school – Romeo Travis, Dru Joyce III, Sian Cotton and Willie McGee – were each introduced and were met by parents and family who served as ceremonial escorts. 

Except for LeBron James. 

Northeast Ohio's Prince William, the kid turned legal adult, was about to have everything anyone in their wildest fantasies could every dream of. In a three-month span James would become the No. 1 overall draft pick in the NBA and trump those early expectations about a $30 million dollar shoe deal with a $100 million dollar coup. 

James left behind the Akron apartment him and his mother Gloria called home and would soon reside in a 11-bedroom castle on a 6-acre plot somewhere between his professional home in Cleveland with the Cavaliers and his roots in inner-city Akron. 

But on this night he was alone, with 1,700 taking notice in SVSM's gym. 

James' biological father had left long ago; his surrogate father Eddie Jackson was in jail, and his mother Gloria – who had given birth to LeBron as a teenager – was not in the gym this night. 

This was strange. Travis and Joyce, as well as the other seniors, saw the superstar as isolated and vulnerable – something they, nor the crowd, had ever seen on a basketball court before. And it is in that moment when Travis, Joyce and the others – ordinary kids caught up in extraordinary events – came to the aid of the teammate, leaving their escorts and, as a group, embracing James. 

"They weren't just teammates they were friends," Joyce said. "That just made us a great unit, every time you saw one of us; you've seen all of us. So that's how we went. We went everywhere together, and we're a great team, and we're great friends. 

The teammates knew that this was their last time to play together at home; they knew their time together on the basketball court was nearing an end. 

Going their separate ways 

Their ride together ended in Columbus, Ohio when they won their third state championship in four years. 

It ended a remarkable high school run where Travis, Joyce and James won over 200 AAU games together then completed a 101-6 record in high school. 

Now, they have all gone their separate ways. 

Last Sunday, Travis and Joyce – who are freshmen on the University of Akron basketball team – lost 63-54 to North Carolina at the Dean E. Smith Center. They played under the retired No. 23 of Michael Jordan, the player James worshipped, and the number he wears as a Cavalier. And if the economic and the feeder systems to the NBA had not drastically changed as they have over the last decade, if Kevin Garnett had stayed in school, that light blue shrine may have been the front-running home court for LeBron for at least for a year. 

But Travis and Joyce are not concerned with any of that. They are upset they just lost a basketball game, one that they trailed by just five points in the second half. The pair, unlike some of their Akron teammates, did not seem as impressed by the 17,051 onlookers and what Joyce described as a "great venue to play basketball in." 

Travis, a muscular 6-foot-6 young man, led Akron with 13 points and played with an anger and ferocity that Carolina coach Roy Williams would love to soak up with a sponge and wrench onto some of his Tar Heels. 

There should be no surprise that they are upset. 

All they know is winning. Their SVSM team was ranked No. 1 in the country by USA Today and won what Joyce called "a mythical national championship." They caught the desire to win like an airborne virus spread from the great player they played next to – who expected great things. 

"I've been through it before, same thing with a different jersey," Travis said of the surroundings. "We just came out here with different expectations than we would last year, but it's still the same thing." 

Last year, when the SVSM Fighting Irish was not barnstorming the country and picking up $10,000-plus appearance fees, they played most of their home games in the University of Akron's James A. Rhodes Arena, which seated 5,900 compared to the 1,700 capacity of SVSM's gym. 

"I think (playing with James) set us up for this type of level," Joyce said. "Playing last year, we played in high school at Greensboro (Coliseum in North Carolina) and we set the high school record in North Carolina for most fans. A lot of guys might come out there nervous and not know how to react how to react to certain crowds, but me and Rome (Travis) were prepared for that from high school." 

Teammates and friends 

Travis and Joyce owe James. 

Yeah, they owe something to a guy who has everything and is quite possibly is best 18-year professional athlete in history. 

James gave them the opportunity to be seen. 

James gave them enough of the spotlight in Akron, helping them land opportunities to play in college, to go to a university that many of their fellow black demographic in northeast Ohio will not be afforded. 

In a game against Mentor (Ohio) High School James could have easily scored, 70, 80 maybe even 100 points against undersized competition. James instead settled for perimeter shots. He hit 11 3-pointers and dished out alley-oop passes. He only dunked once and he only had 50 that night. 

The King only averaged 30 points per game his senior year at SVSM. Instead he played unselfishly, receiving more joy out of making circus-stunt, no-look passes to Travis and Joyce. 

In a healthy relationship there is a give and take, and James owes something to them. 

They were his teammates, more importantly friends, since they were all in middle school, before the name LeBron was synonymous with capitalism. 

Who in the NBA can James really trust now? Who can he count on? 

"It's important to be friends, because in life you have problems all the time," Joyce said. "And we're a close unit; so whenever he has a problem he calls us, we call him. We love to reminisce a lot, bring up a lot of old memories, a lot of funny stories, a lot of bad stories." 

In the NBA, what has become a multi-billion dollar business, James will likely never again have a core of teammates that stay together, make such a run together and form such trusting, genuine friendships. Just this past Monday, three of James' teammates – Ricky Davis, Chris Mihm and Michael Stewart – were dealt in a six-player trade to the Celtics. At the end of the season James' best friend on the team, 21-year-old Darius Miles – who also skipped college for the NBA – will be a restricted free agent. 

Struggle to keep a vow 

The Fighting Irish vowed to all remain friends. 

Now, Joyce and Travis hurry to leave practice any time the Cavs are in town, to drive the 50 miles from the JAR to Gund Arena to see their former teammate play against people they once idolized. At the same time, they get to escape Akron for a while, a place where everyone now wants to be their friend. 

They'll kick back at James' downtown Cleveland apartment and play video games, joke, drink Sprite and hang out just as all male freshmen are expected to do. 

But James talks about what the NBA is like, and they talk about what he is missing out on in college. And they do reminisce. 

The three are still easily in each other's reach since they are separated by some 50 miles. But Cotton – now a freshman defensive lineman on the Ohio State football team – and McGee – a freshman quarterback at Fairmont State (W.Va.) are farther away from the three. Those gaps will only widen with time. 

As will the void between the Romeo, LeBron and Joyce. 

The time between the three in northeast Ohio has already become more and more limited with the rigors of James' NBA travel, commercial filming, and MTV cameos. 

Travis and Joyce, if they want to continue with basketball, may have to travel to Europe or somewhere else where English is not the first language if they want to play professionally. 

But it is unlikely they will ever make friendships so strong, which comes with growing up with each other and with winning over 300 games together. It all culminated in a single moment, captured by the local newspaper in a portrait shot of the teammates – the friends – embracing, the least likely of them to need anything. 

Travis Sawchik can be reached at 407-9950 or tsawchik@coxnews.com 

