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Rebecca Cundiff Finds Her Stroke for Northern Burlington Softball

MANSFIELD — It's officially broken in now.

[image: image1.jpg]


Rebecca Cundiff was forced to buy a new bat earlier this season. She used it Friday to club a two-run homer and single in a run as the Northern Burlington softball team defeated Burlington Township 5-2 in their Central Jersey Group 3 playoff game. 
"I was just looking to not strike out or ground out," Cundiff said. "I've been in a little slump lately, because my bat broke, actually, so I'm using another one and I'm starting to get used to it."

She looked really comfortable in the third inning, when she deposited a pitch over the left-field fence for her second home run of the season.

"I hit one at Haddon Heights (on April 27). Those are my only two of the season," Cundiff said. "I'm really more of a line-drive hitter."

That would have been welcome too, at that point. It was actually the first hit of the game for the Greyhounds against Burlington Township pitcher Mackenzie Fitzpatrick. Lauren Tomei had walked and stolen second base a moment earlier.

It actually fell between a pair of missed opportunities by the Falcons (7-10). Gracyn Banks reached on an error in the third inning, moved up on a wild pitch and took third as Alisha Patel grounded out. It appeared she scored on a sacrifice fly by Fitzpatrick, but the run was taken away on appeal when it was determined that Banks left third base before the ball was caught.

The Falcons had first and third with nobody out in the fourth inning, but Northern shortstop Megan Mayernik ranged behind second to snag a line drive off Megan Wiesniewski's bat, then dealt to first to complete a double play.

A strikeout by Cundiff ended the threat at that point. She fanned five hitters and allowed eight hits in a complete game.

The Falcons got a runner into scoring position in every inning except the fifth, but couldn't capitalize.

"We had more hits," Burlington Township coach Nicolette Cannizzaro said. "We just got into situations; close calls. We lost those opportunities and it hurt us."

The Greyhounds (11-9) padded their lead to 5-0 in the fifth, when Cundiff actually did deliver a line drive; her single brought Mayernik home and brought Ashley Zulla to the plate. The senior catcher followed with a two-run homer to center field.

"Sometimes they feel like pop-ups, and that one kind of did," Zulla said. "It really didn't feel like a home run. There's definitely a big difference (between leading 3-0 and 5-0). You can definitely come back when it's 3-0."

The Falcons still got the tying run to first base in the seventh. Michaela McClew hit a one-out single, then Banks launched a home run over the center-field fence to make it 5-2.

Patel then reached on an error, and Township loaded the bases as Fitzpatrick drew a walk and DiIenno singled.

But Cundiff induced one last ground ball at that point to end it.

"It's huge, just coming off of coming up short in the league," Northern coach Tara Corcoran said. "We didn't achieve that goal, so then were looking ahead to the next goal. That's getting past the first round, and taking every game, game by game, and hopefully continuing to play."
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Four softball hitters of a kind at Northern Burlington
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One hundred hits is the sign of a lot of things for a softball player.

A long career. A productive career. And the approach of the end of a career.

While the accomplishment is special, it usually carries a bittersweet component: Much more of an athlete's scholastic career is behind her instead of ahead.

"Pretty sad," Northern Burlington senior shortstop Megan Mayernik said of the notion that she is entering her final playing days with the Greyhounds and with three remarkable teammates.
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Mayernik has 100 career hits. So does Northern Burlington senior catcher Ashley Zulla. So does Ashley's twin sister, senior third baseman Alex Zulla.

And senior first baseman Rachel Taylor entered Tuesday's game at Pemberton with 95 career hits, meaning the Greyhounds likely will end this season with four players - all of whom are four-year starters - who have reached the century mark.

"That's makes it so cool," Alex said. "It's so different that we have four girls who are going to do it. You see teams with one or two, but it's usually scattered around.

"For us to have four, it makes it that much more special."

Northern Burlington coach Tara Corcoran said the four seniors have been even more valuable in terms of their leadership than their production on the field.

"Immeasurable," Corcoran said of the players' leadership. "They've been great leaders for us, working hard, setting an example.

"They just love to play softball. They work at it. We'll be done practice or done a game, and they go home and hit some more."

Mayernik, who plans to continue her softball career at the College of New Jersey, registered her 100th hit on April 16 against Mainland.

Ashley Zulla, who will play at Suffolk University in Boston, notched her 100th hit on May 2 against Rancocas Valley.

Alex Zulla, who will play at Montclair State, reached the century mark Saturday against Burlington Township.

Taylor, who will play at Mercer County College, is trying not to put too much pressure on herself.

"I'm trying not to think about it too much," Taylor said. "It was great to see the other girls get there. I'm hoping I can finish up with 100. That would be a great way to go out with all my friends."

Mayernik said the hitting milestones are symbols of the girls' progress during their careers.

"It shows how much we've grown, and we've all grown together," Mayernik said.

Corcoran said the four seniors, along with classmate Shaye Santos, another four-year starter, guided the Greyhounds through a rocky early portion of the season that included records of 1-4 and 2-5.

Northern Burlington (11-7) had won nine of 11 entering Tuesday's game at Pemberton.

"We just had to adjust," Ashley Zulla said. "We're just all playing with a lot more confidence now."

Northern Burlington is entering the final stretch of the regular season, with the state tournament set to begin Monday.

Sometime soon, the four seniors who have been together for four years - long enough to almost equally split more than 400 career hits - will play their last game together.

"We're all going to play in college, and we're all excited about that," Alex Zulla said. "But at the same time, we're all so sad it's almost over. We've been together for so long.

"We don't want it to end. I don't want it to hit me."

SOFTBALL: NORTHERN BURLINGTON 4, RANCOCAS VALLEY 2
 

Megan Mayernik a dual threat in Northern softball win
 

 
 

 

 

        JP John A. Lewis, staff writer
 

 

 

EASTAMPTON — Aggressive baserunning can kill you in a couple of ways.Megan Mayernik demonstrated both on Tuesday.
Northern Burlington's senior shortstop took a page from Rancocas Valley's book when she scored from second on a groundout to start their Burlington County Scholastic League Liberty Division game. She burned the book entirely to end it, when she teamed with catcher Ashley Zulla to stop a steal attempt and preserve the Greyhounds' 4-2 win.
Mayernik, the leadoff hitter, ended up on second after the first of six R.V. errors. Zulla sent a grounder down the first-base line with one out.
The ball went through the legs of Julie Contravo, then was fielded by Aly Pellock, the second baseman. Pellock threw the ball back to Contravo to retire Zulla, but Mayernik saw none of this; she was focused on coach Tara Corcoran, who was waving her home.
 

"My coach sent me, and I saw they didn't really know what was going on, so I just took advantage of it," Mayernik said. "I didn't see the ball go through the girl's legs. I'm just looking at my coach."
Mayernik hit a second-inning single that was misplayed into the second run. Tori Bowen trotted home from third when the Red Devils simply couldn't get it cleanly back into the infield.
The Greyhounds doubled their lead in the third the old-fashioned way. Zulla doubled to start it off and scored on Rachel Taylor's triple to right field. Shaye Santos followed with an RBI double.
"I knew the first strike I had was kind of outside," Santos said. "I was looking for something more inside or down the middle, and she threw it. I saw the ball, and I haven't been hitting well, so that was good for me, to get me back into the swing of things."
Rancocas Valley (11-6, 4-1) changed pitchers at that point. Angie Dunphy relieved Shyla Pastore and didn't allow a run on two hits over the balance of the game. But the Red Devils had already dug themselves too deep a hole. They've lost five of their last six games.
"There's a consistent lack of focus, which is getting really frustrating," Rancocas Valley coach Rebecca Perkins said. "I think we got a little bit too confident in what we could do and what we were doing. We had a turning point in our season where we had an opportunity to move forward and get better. I think it could have gone in either direction, really. The weather killed us, and our field is killing us, and we're just not playing the way we can."
There was a sign of life in the third, when they strung three hits together, including an RBI single by Dunphy, and in the fifth, when they had second and third with two outs.
But Northern pitcher Rebecca Cundiff defused the latter situation with a strikeout. Rancocas Valley had first and second with one out in the seventh after Dunphy was hit by a pitch. Jocelyn Lawrence singled to make it a 4-2 game, then Dunphy took third on Contravo's fly ball to right.
When the Red Devils tried for second on the next pitch, Mayernik was ready.
"R.V. is a very aggressive team when it comes to baserunning, so we had a pretty good idea that they would," Mayernik said. "We just have one play set for any scenario on whether they go or not. We have set calls. Ashley talks to me. It's mainly between me and Ash, on the first and thirds."
The Greyhounds (9-7, 4-2) handed Rancocas Valley its first Liberty Division loss and put themselves back in the race in the process. The Red Devils will travel to New Egypt on Thursday and the Warriors, who have three division losses, have a chance to make it even closer.
"To be behind in the division and have to battle back on this field, it's a great feeling," Corcoran said. "The girls are working well together and they're hitting. I'm really proud of them."
SOFTBALL NOTEBOOK
Northern Burlington, Riverside enjoying win streak
by John Lewis
It's only been a couple of weeks since Northern Burlington was 2-5 and people were starting to wonder if the Greyhounds were going to be a factor in anything this year.
It turns out that nothing silences your critics like five straight wins.
Northern's 2-0 victory over Rancocas Valley on Monday raised its record to 6-5 and called attention to the fact that this team is, indeed, among the best this county has to offer. There's something a little more subtle to consider, too: everything the Greyhounds talked about in the preseason is still on the table for them.
"It absolutely is," Northern Burlington coach Tara Corcoran said. "We have things in perspective; we know we have to play catch-up (in the Burlington County Scholastic League Liberty Division race), but we're just going to take one game at a time. The division is important to us, the BCSL Tournament is important and the playoffs are important. But we're trying not to look too far ahead."
It's possible that was the problem in the early season. The Greyhounds' bats — maybe the biggest absolute in the whole Liberty Division picture — just didn't produce any runs early in the season. There were two shutout losses in their first four games as they tried to get their offense untracked.
Meanwhile, Northern Burlington's pitching — maybe the biggest question mark in the whole Liberty Division picture — more than held up its end. Holding Shawnee to one run, or Rancocas Valley to two runs, is a feat, but it's one you can't enjoy when you don't produce any.
It's only in the last two weeks that the picture has started to come together.
"It was frustrating, but we knew it was going to happen, and we've been waiting for it to happen," Corcoran said. "Becca (pitcher Rebecca Cundiff) and Ashley (Zulla, the catcher) have built some faith and trust in each other and we've got to build on that."
Corcoran said the team's win over New Egypt on April 21 was a breakthrough moment. It wasn't just beating a top team, it was overcoming a deficit and pushing across the winning run in the bottom of the seventh on a top team. There was a six-day layoff after that game, but the Greyhounds picked right up where they'd left off afterward: with 11 hits, including a season-high five for extra bases, in a 13-3 shellacking of Haddon Heights.
That raised their record to .500, which is kind of like starting over. Northern defeated Rancocas Valley 2-0 in the BCSL Tournament on Monday to get to 6-5.
Now it can be fun again. Shortstop Megan Mayernik and Zulla have reached 100 career hits. First baseman Rachel Taylor and third baseman Alex Zulla are both over 90. The Greyhounds have already ousted top-seeded Rancocas Valley from the BCSL Tournament and with some help can catch them in the Liberty as well.
"We still have all those goals," Corcoran said. "A lot has changed. We've just gotten more confident in ourselves and confident with each other."
Surging Northern Burlington softball reaches BCSL Tournament semis
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Rachel Taylor had a double in Northern Burlington’s win over Rancocas Valley on Monday.
By Rick Fortenbaugh, The Trentonian
COLUMBUS >> It’s no coincidence that as senior righty Rebecca Cundiff has warmed up, so has the Northern Burlington High School softball team.
Following a tough start to the season, surging Northern Burlington again impressed Monday with a 2-0 victory over Rancocas Valley in the Burlington County Scholastic League Tournament.
The star of the show was the Stockton University-bound Cundiff, who and shut down a potent RV order with a five-hitter and seven strikeouts. The victory advanced NBC (7-5) into the semifinals of the tournament against New Egypt.
“I did; I felt really good right away in warm-ups,” replied Cundiff when asked if she felt particularly sharp. “I also really wanted to win this game. They beat us (2-0 earlier this year) and I really wanted to beat them.”
The only inning in which the Hollies (10-4) had Cundiff on the ropes was in the sixth when a single by Julie Contravo, a double by Jocelyn Lawrence and an infield single by Jalian Young juiced the bases with one out.
Northern Burlington, however, had the answer as shortstop Megan Mayernik first threw home to force a runner at the plate. NBC center fielder Shaye Santos then made a nice running catch on a fly ball by Madelyn Letz for the third out. Santos also made a nice catch to end the game on a day in which NBC made all the plays with no errors.
“This was our best defensive game of the year and it was one of Rebecca’s best games too,” said NBC coach Tara Corcoran. “We are delighted with her. It took a while for her to find her groove, but she has really come on strong.”
So is Rancocas Valley pitcher Ang Dunphy, but on this day she came up on the short end after beating NBC earlier this year. After more or less cruising through the first three innings, Dunphy gave up runs in both the fourth and fifth innings.
A lead-off Rachel Taylor double that hit the left field fence on the fly got the fourth inning started and then Santos doubled her home with one out. NBC almost had a second run this inning when Jess Kimball singled up the middle, but Young gunned down Santos at the plate on a perfect throw from center field.
The insurance run in the fifth came when Mayernik stroked a one-out single, moved to second on a grounder and scored on a double by Ashley Zulla that one-hopped the right field fence. Dunphy (seven-hitter, five Ks) didn’t allow a runner from there, but with the way Cundiff was pitching it wasn’t enough.
“We are starting to hit the way we can,” said Corcoran. “Our defense has gotten better and Rebecca is doing a great job.”
Now that sure sounds like a winning combination.
NOTES: RV was the home team in the book because it was the higher seed. The game was moved to NBC because the RV field was unplayable. This was not a league game, but the good news for RV is it is still in control of the BCSL Liberty Division. RV is undefeated in league play. NBC has two league losses and defending champion New Egypt has three.
No. Burlington (7-5) 000 110 0 - 2 7 0
Ran. Valley (10-4) 000 000 0 - 0 5 1
WP-Cundiff. LP-Dunphy. 2B-Taylor (NB), Ashley Zulla (NB), Santos (NB). RBIs: Ashley Zulla, Santos.
Rancocas Valley Dunphy tosses shutout against NBC

 

Rancocas Valley softball’s Angie Dunphy tosses three-hit shutout against Northern Burlington
 

By Rick Fortenbaugh, The Trentonian
 

COLUMBUS >> You couldn’t have imagined a much more opposite start to the season than for the Rancocas Valley and Northern Burlington softball teams.
 

Following its crisp 2-0 victory over Northern Burlington on Wednesday, Rancocas Valley is 3-0 and looking sharp heading its own rescheduled 16-team tournament on Saturday.
 

Northern Burlington, by contrast, is 1-3 and continued to stuggle mightily at the plate in the first two weeks of the season.
 

The star of Wednesday’s show was Rancocas Valley junior righty Angie Dunphy. Coming off a strong 12-win season, Dunphy looks even better this time around as she completely shut down NBC with a commanding three-hitter.
 

 

Dunphy doesn’t overwhelm you with gas, but her location is excellent. She also has a variety of pitches that the home plate umpire described after the game as a “drop, riser and slider.”
 

The result was seven harmless NBC pop-ups to the infield. The Hollies also looked good in the field, playing errorless ball and getting a nice running catch in right field from freshman Shauna Nuss. Freshman shorstop Zoe Rodriguez also looks like a nice player with good range and a strong arm.
 

“Angie is strong,’’ said Rancocas Valley coach Becky Perkins. “I like the way we are playing. Everyone is contributing; we are getting an all-around team effort.’’
 

The Hollies have a lot of speed in their lineup and are quick to utilize the short game. This really paid off in the fifth inning when it put on the pressure and scored both runs with help from two Northern Burlington errors.
 

No. 7 batter Kat Aponte got the inning going with a single to left. Rodriguez then put down a sac on which Aponte kept right on going to third. When the throw to third sailed into left field, Aponte was able to circle the bases for the opening run.
 

From there, Rancocas Valley got a bunt single from lead-off batter Ally Pellock and an RBI sac bunt by Shyla Pastore. This bunt also resulted in a throwing error, although the run would have scored anyway as NBC threw errantly to first while Nuss raced home with one out.
 

Northern Burlinton’s Rebecca Cundiff pitched a very nice game herself by scattering eight hits and giving up just the two unearned runs. She also kept her team in the game by limiting the fifth-inning damage as she got red-hot Jalian Young (two singles) to pop up and Dunphy to ground out to second for the final two outs.
 

With the way Dunphy was pitching, however, too much damage had already been done. The Hollies didn’t start a single senior Wednesday and clearly look like a talented young team on the rise.
 

NOTES: NBC senior catcher Ashley Zulla picked up her 100th career hit with a smoked double in the gap in the first inning.
 

Rancocas Valley (3-0) 000 020 0 - 2 8 0
 

Northern Burlington (1-3) 000 000 0 - 0 3 3
 

WP-Dunphy. LP-Cundiff.
 

2B-Ashley Zulla (NB), Cundiff. RBIs: Pastore.
SOFTBALL: SHAWNEE 1, NORTHERN BURLINGTON 0Softball: McGehrin's blast boosts Shawnee
 

 

 

 

 

MANSFIELD — Madison McGehrin’s not likely to forget her first varsity at bat.
 

Shawnee’s freshman shortstop did more than just hit a home run. Her leadoff blast in the second inning proved to be the difference in the Renegades’ season-opening, 1-0 win over Northern Burlington on Monday.
 

“I was pretty excited,” McGehrin said. “I was just looking for a base hit; a single, but it came off the bat like that.”
 

She was actually excited before it came off the bat.
 

“I like the inside corner, but I’m ready to battle against any pitch, really,” McGehrin said. “That was inside, on my hands.”
 

McGehrin’s shot over the center field fence made a winner of Sabrina Scott, who hadn’t pitched a meaningful inning in almost two years. Shawnee hadn’t been involved, officially, in a 1-0 softball game in twice that time, though the Renegades did lose a scrimmage to Ewing by that score on their recent Florida trip.
 

“They left two people on base and scored one run,” Shawnee coach Paula Escudero said. “We left 11 on base and scored no runs. I’ve got to still finagle with the lineup, so we get that string of hits.”
 

It didn’t come Monday. The Renegades stranded 11 runners against Northern Burlington, too. Greyhounds relief pitcher Julie Veneziale escaped a bases-loaded, one-out jam in the fifth, when she induced a shallow fly ball and followed it up with a strikeout.
 

She struck out the side in the seventh, when the Renegades left runners on first and second. Shawnee also had the bases loaded in the third inning.
 

“We’re hitting,” Escudero said. “We just can’t string them together.”
 

The Greyhounds managed just three hits off Scott, who struck out four, and left six runners on. They left the bases loaded in the sixth. Starting pitcher Rebecca Cundiff lifted a fly ball to center with two outs that went right to the Renegades’ Marissa Fulcher.
 

Scott, 4-1 as a pitcher in her sophomore year, didn’t play softball last season. The win was her first since May 14, 2014.
 

“I’ve really enjoyed being able to step into the circle this year,” she said. “It’s a really big honor to be able to help my team.”
 

“It’s nice to have her back,” Escudero said. “She took the year off last year to concentrate on volleyball. So this year, it’s a welcome addition. I would have had Kayla (Pagano) and four freshman pitchers, so to get that group and have a senior come back and take charge is really nice.”
 

Northern Burlington is 0-2 for the first time since the 2011 team lost its first three games. The Greyhounds host Cinnaminson on Tuesday.
 

“We’re ready for tomorrow,” Northern Burlington coach Tara Corcoran said. “We’re ready to come out tomorrow, rebound from (a 5-2 loss to Cherry Hill West) Friday, rebound from today and really get things together.”
 

Softball: Liberty teams chasing New Egypt
Softball: Liberty teams chasing New Egypt By John A. Lewis
· It's going to be difficult for anybody to catch New Egypt this year.
Not impossible — just difficult.
The Warriors return a dominating pitcher, Faith Weber, from a team that won 19 games last season and went to the Group 1 state semifinal. They can hit the ball and field it with the best of them.
But there were some moments last year when that wasn't enough. Rancocas Valley knocked the Warriors out of the R.V. Tournament early in the year and Northern Burlington handed the Warriors their only league loss a few weeks later. New Egypt will have to face those squads at least two times each again this year, so it's unlikely even the Warriors can run the table.
But they still look good enough to get the job done.
Northern Burlington and Moorestown figure to be the two closest pursuers in the Liberty race, and both of them are facing the same question: we have a lineup for the ages, but can we pitch?
The Greyhounds have six players who had 20 hits or more last season, but pitcher Morgan Clauser has graduated and Rebecca Cundiff will take over the bulk of the pitching chores.  She's shown she can do it, but now she needs to do it every day.
Moorestown is also going to hit the ball around and run the bases well, but the Quakers are coming off a 10-11 season and a first-round exit from the South Jersey Group 3 playoffs. Calla Forzley is back to pitch her senior season. She had eight wins as the main pitcher last year and if she can take another step, the Quakers should do the same.
Rancocas Valley has a solid pitcher, Angie Dunphy, but the Red Devils are going to be new in a lot of spots, including the dugout, where Rebecca Perkins has replaced Erin Mattio. Dunphy will have two experienced catchers, Jocelyn Lawrence and Katrina Aponte, to throw to, and an experienced outfielder, Jalian Young, to track the ball down, but hit it somewhere else and there's a good chance you're testing someone new.
Burlington Township is good enough to give any one of these teams a game, but hasn't shown yet that it can make the kind of every day effort it needs to contend for a division title.
Here is a look at the teams in the Liberty Division:
New Egypt
Coach: Kevin English
2015 overall record: 19-6
2015 division record: 7-1
Returnees: Faith Weber (sr., p-1b), Sam Goetz (jr., 3b-of), Kirsten Homeny (jr., 1b-of), Meagan Smith (soph, cf), Gabby Medina (soph, c-3b), Rebecca Lombardo (soph, 3b-ss), Kylie Hiatt (soph, of-2b), Alyssa Zariello (soph, of), Chloe Lewis (soph, p-1b).
Newcomers: Not provided.
Top returnee: Weber was 18-5 in the circle last season, with six shutouts.
Outlook: The Warriors were one game from reaching the state final last year and return the heart of that team. They'll pitch, produce runs and play defense with the best of them.
The BCT says: It's going to be hard for anyone to beat New Egypt this season.
Prediction: First.
Northern Burlington
Coach: Tara Corcoran
2015 overall record: 17-9
2015 division record: 5-3
Returnees: Megan Mayernik (sr., ss), Shaye Santos (sr., cf), Rachel Taylor (sr., 1b-of), Alex Zulla (sr., 3b), Ashley Zulla (sr., catcher), Rebecca Cundiff (sr., pitcher), Lauren Tomei (sr., outfield), Tori Bowen (jr., 2b), Jessica Kimball (soph, utility).
Newcomers: Alex Veneziale (sr., utility), Julie Veneziale (soph, utility), Amanda Gonzalez (frosh, utility), Sarah Falco (sr., outfield).
Top returnee: Santos showed she could drive the ball last year and impressed with her range in center field.
Outlook: "With another year of maturity and playing together, this group of young ladies is in for an exciting year," Corcoran said. "Strong leadership, defense and solid bats will make Northern Burlington a competitor in most games."
The BCT says: They're going to hit the ball a ton and field it well, but can they pitch it?
Prediction: Second.
Moorestown
Coach: Bill Mulvihill
2015 overall record: 10-12
2015 division record: 1-7
Returnees: Calla Forzley (sr., p), Calla Carideo (sr., infield), Gabby O'Byrne (jr., c), Caroline Muccifori (jr., cf), Kieran Fallows (jr., of), Dominique Damerjian (jr., infield), Emily Fordham (jr., util), Asha Bezqada (soph, infield).
Newcomers: Amira Scaramella (sr. p-of), Jamie Taylor (jr., of), Kaitlin Madara (jr., of), Emily Buckley (soph, p), Brittni Fiore (frosh, 1b), Claire Falcon (frosh, c-of).
Top returnee: Muccifori. "She might be the fastest player in all of Burlington County and is coming off her sophomore season having batted .383," Mulvihill said.
Outlook: "If Calla Forzley can pitch up to her level from her junior year, this could be a breakout year for us," Mulvihill said.
The BCT says: There's no reason the Quakers shouldn't be better this year. They can hit, and Forzley's shown she can pitch.
Prediction: Third.
Rancocas Valley
Coach: Becky Perkins
2015 overall record: 19-7
2015 division record: 6-2
Returnees: Jocelyn Lawrence (jr., c-of), Katrina Aponte (jr., c), Angie Dunphy (jr., p), Shyla Pastore (jr., p-inf), Aly Pellock (jr., 2b), Jalian Young (jr., util).
Newcomers: Nairah Hodge (sr., of), Taryn Farrell (jr., inf), Ashley Delany (soph, inf), Annie Clemens (soph, inf), Shauna Nuss (frosh, of), Selena Aponte (frosh, p-inf), Zoe Rodriguez (frosh, inf), Madelyn Uetz (frosh, of).
Top returnee: Dunphy was 12-2 in the circle last year, with a pair of shutouts in the South Jersey Group 4 playoffs.
Outlook: "I think we have the potential to be a very competitive team," Perkins said. "We have some adjustments to make, but we'll be a challenge to every team we play."  
The BCT says: The Red Devils seem to have all the pieces.
Prediction: Fourth.
Burlington Township
Coach: Nicolette Cannizzaro
2015 overall record: 8-15
2015 division record: 1-7
Returnees: Alisha Patel (sr., utility), Courtney Morreale (sr., cf), Michaela McGraw (jr., lf), Nicole DiIenno (jr., rf), Gracyn Banks (soph, 2b-ss).
Newcomers: Brooke Cover (soph, 3b-of), Mackenzie Fitzpatrick (frosh, p-c), Caitlyn Henry (frosh, 1b), Megan Wiesniewski (frosh, c-3b).
Top returnee: Patel. "As a four-year varsity starter, she will be utilized in several positions this year, including the circle," Cannizzaro said. "She has a strong bat and is a great fielder."
Outlook: "This year we will have some young talent," Cannizzaro said. "We will have new pitchers helping to keep us competitive. We have flexibility in the starting lineup and look to see our newcomers develop throughout the season."
The BCT says: The Falcons are in a tough league and should probably make more noise in the playoffs.
Prediction: Fifth.
Northern Burlington players closing on milestones
by JOHN LEWIS
Northern Burlington hit squad
Northern Burlington softball players (from left) Ashley Zulla, Megan Mayernik, Rachel Taylor and Alex Zulla are all in position to get their 100th career hits this season.
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Five Matchups to Watch
April 7
Northern Burlington at Moorestown. It's interesting because these teams are facing the same question: do we have the pitching to balance out a solid offensive lineup. The team that emerges from this with a win is in good shape.
April 20
Washington Township at Shawnee. Shawnee suffered a league loss, a tournament loss and a playoff loss to the Minutemaids last year. To accomplish anything, the Renegades will have to beat Washington Township, and this is their first scheduled chance.
 
April 21
New Egypt at Northern Burlington. Under the lights, as it should be. The first meeting between what we think are the two best teams in the Liberty.
April 22
Riverside at Maple Shade. The Rams beat the Wildcats in the finale last season, but Maple Shade still took the division, and could be in the driver's seat again with a win here.
April 29
Bordentown at Florence. The Flashes' first crack at a team that beat them three times out of three last season, and probably a fight for the top of the BCSL Patriot Division.
· 
There have been four softball players, during Northern Burlington coach Tara Corcoran's eight-year watch, who've reached 100 career hits.
That number could double in year nine. The Greyhounds were an offensive powerhouse last season on the strength of their junior class. Now those juniors are all seniors and there's no reason to think they won't tear up the ball even more.
Catcher Ashley Zulla will begin the season with 97 career hits. Shortstop Megan Mayernik has 94, first baseman Rachel Taylor has 81 and third baseman Alex Zulla has 77. Greyhounds center fielder Shaye Santos has 58 — which, as Corcoran likes to point out, makes 407 hits from one class in three years.
"As coaches, we're very lucky to have that opportunity for these girls," Corcoran said. "They've been playing since they were little, and they all have the great work ethic, to work hard and practice. They don't play from March until June — they're year 'round players who are constantly trying to improve their game."
It really is as simple as that. They've had some good coaching and they work hard.
"I was playing on so many travel teams; the Intensity, the Inferno, which are really good teams that go to California and Georgia," Taylor said. "And they work you so hard, to make sure everything is on, before every game."
"I think it has a lot to do with how we build in winter," Ashley Zulla said. "We do a lot of core workouts and training before the season starts. Even if it's not all with Northern, we're all working hard before the season and in the summer. So we're really ready."
The Greyhounds were 17-9 last season. Meredith Taylor, now at Gettysburg University, had a team-high 44 hits. All five of their returning seniors, plus Tori Bowen, now a junior, had at least 20. But Northern Burlington finished third in the Burlington County Scholastic League Liberty Division, went out in the semifinals of the BCSL Tournament and suffered a first-round loss at home in the playoffs.
As good as they were, they felt they could have and should have been better.
"We're kind of the underdog right now, because of how we did last season," Taylor said. "So we want to put our names back out there. We want to put another year on that banner (in the Northern gym)."
"I want to make it far in the playoffs," Ashley Zulla said. "Even if we don't make it all the way through, I want to make it more than a couple rounds. I want to go far in the tournament. We always like playing in the final game, and we didn't make it last year. Even if we don't win, I really want to make it there."
It comes naturally for the Greyhounds to think in terms of team goals, because so many of the players are half of a sister act. There were three sets of sisters on last year's roster — that's six girls who start out thinking in terms of "we" instead of "I."
It makes a big difference, once you join the larger family. And of course it helps to have a workout partner who's always ready to go.
"We're throwing partners all the time," Ashley Zulla said, of her twin sister Alex. "We do everything together."
The Taylors had each other to measure their feats against.
"Really, it was always a competition," Taylor said. "We had a competition last year, to see who could get the most home runs — and it was me. But even now that she's gone, we have a competition. She's doing this in college (at Gettysburg), and we'll see what I can do in high school."
For the Zullas, the real competition will begin in college. Ashley will be in Boston, playing ball at Suffolk University. Alex will be closer to home at Montclair University.
"It's going to be weird, not having her with me," Ashley said. "But I think it will be good for us, too, to break away from each other and learn to be without each other."
First, though, there's the question of what they can achieve together. Mayernik was the team's leadoff hitter last year and had an on-base percentage of .408. She scored a team-high 28 runs. Santos proved to be an outstanding defensive outfielder and emerged as a long-ball threat, with eight extra-base hits, including three home runs.
Every one, it seemed, had a signature moment. Everyone put a stamp on some Greyhounds' victory.
Now everyone is hungry to put a stamp on a great senior season.
"This group of girls is very special," Corcoran said. "They make our job as coaches very easy, because they have the leadership that is immeasurable. We can say 'OK, this is what needs to be done,' and they'll take on different roles and responsibilities and do the things that need to be done to take our program to the next level."
And the milestones?
Just gravy.
"I do think about it," Ashley Zulla said. "I think I'll be able to relax a little more, once it's behind me, so I think it'll be good just to get it and focus on the rest of the season."
"It'd be really cool to get it, because it's my senior year and it's a big thing," Taylor said. " I know Meredith's going to say 'I had over 100 hits. How many did you have?' But I'm not super worried about it. It's 100 hits. It'd be cool."
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Northern Burlington softball seniors Alex Zulla, Ashley Zulla, Megan Mayernik and Rachel Taylor will all reach 100 career hits this season. They posed in the dugout before an away game at Pemberton High School May 17, 2016.











