BY MARK FODE


In the years to come, people will reminisce --- you can be sure of that --- about the 2007 Class AA championship game as one of the best ever played in the tournament’s history.  And that would be saying something in the low-scoring, pitching-rich game that is softball. 


But Pipestone’s 1-0 victory over St. Anthony Village Thursday afternoon will rank right up there with other games that have put girls’ athletics on the map in Minnesota. With sun-drenched and mesmerized fans looking on, Arrow pitcher Chelsey Evans and St. Anthony Village’s Rose Tusa matched their considerable talents on the mound for three hours and a combined total of nearly 400 pitches (a vast majority of those strikes). By the time the sun finally set on the game, after 17 innings, it was a hit and then an error that gave PAS its third school state championship since March 1. 


Brooke Henderson, the Arrow cleanup hitter, spanked a double down the leftfield line to lead off the top of the 17th and bring fans and players to the realization that a game that was three hours old could have a breathrough moment, a climax. Henderson said later that her approach was simple: “I just saw the ball and hit it,” she said. 


The sight of a runner in scoring position with no outs brought Arrow fans and players to their feet. Coach Troy Bouman then called for a sacrifice bunt with number five hitter Karli DeSchepper at the plate. It wasn’t an easy proposition, because Tusa had repeatedly thwarted Pipestone bunters with a sailing riseball that had the tendency to turn sacrifice bunts into popups … and outs. But this time, DeSchepper got the bunt down, a short liner that Tusa fielded on the mound … and then threw past Jyll Tusa at first base. Once the ball was past Tusa, Henderson rounded third and dashed home with what, under the circumstances, may just as well have been the proceeds from the Lottery: a run. With Evans on the mound, the run was like gold. 


Pipestone had the chance to score another run but had a runner thrown out at the plate for the second out. 


In the bottom of the 17th, with fans from both schools on their feet, Evans did what she did for all but one inning: she retired the leadoff hitter, the fleet Gina Zurbey, on a comebacker. When Jyll Tusa bounded to second, the end was in sight. 


Alexia Bridgeman prolonged the Arrow celebration with a single to center, but Evans wasn’t about to let it slip away now. She induced Rose Tusa to tap back to the mound for the third out. Arrow players surrounded pitcher Chelsey Evans on the mound while first baseman Bailey Bouman leaped into the arms of her father, Coach Troy Bouman. For the third time in four months, Pipestone --- after not having a team championship in the history of the school --- was celebrating another team title. 


As St. Anthony Village players milled to receive their medals and runnerup trophy, crestfallen Coach Lamar Brendemuehl was at a loss for words when asked to speak about his team and their effort. “They left it on the field,” he said quietly. “They have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of. You’re not going to see many games like that.” 


Meanwhile, Arrow players reveled. “Darn good,” Evans said, when asked how she felt and whether she was going to Disneyland. “I just kept thinking all day to stay focused and keep the ball low. Once I got in a groove, I think it was tougher for them. It was one of my better games, no doubt. There was no way we were going to lose. We were determined.” 


Evans said she was “prepared to pitch to the end …  but tomorrow I’ll be sore.”


The righthander had just completed a run that saw her allow only one run in 34 innings in the state tournament, helping to accomplish a dream that players felt was reachable at the start of the season. “We thought we had a chance,” she said. “This was putting it all together.” When reminded that she was part of two state championship teams in the space of a few months, she said: “Sweet … I’m honored to be part of that.” 


Henderson said she was just looking for a strike when she came to bat in the 17th. Two-for-six at that point, Henderson raked the ball. “It felt really good,” she said of the hit. “There’s no way to describe the feeling. This team has been so great and we work so well together. There is no way I could ask for more than this.” 


Henderson also made a crucial defensive play in the seventh inning. Had Henderson not made the catch, this article would be about the runnerup Arrows. 

HURLING HEROES 


No doubt Brendemuehl felt as good about putting Tusa on the mound as Bouman did having the bulldog Evans ready to continue the incredible run that had helped lift the Arrows from the consolation bracket in the Section 3AA tournament to the championship. Tusa, 20-2 overall during the season, had an earned run average (not a batting average) of .364 and had fanned 274 batters in 154 innings. Opponents batted only .129 against the Huskies. 


It was the perfect matchup. So dominating were these pitchers that runners for both teams touched third base a combined total of three times. Rallies were few and far between against Tusa, who struck out 21 Arrows in 17 innings, and Evans, who whiffed 18 with her devastating sinker and changeup. It was a pitchers’ duel, not a matchup of throwers. 


Tusa threw 194 pitches and never went to a three-ball count on a batter. Evans fired 182 pitches (benefiting from 14 first-pitch outs by SAV hitters) and walked only one, that intentionally. Repeatedly, for inning after inning, when either pitcher needed a strikeout, she seemed to get it, Tusa with her fast riseball and Evans with her well-spotted sinker. Evans retired nine hitters in a row three different times and struck out the side three different innings. Tusa never struck out the side but had two whiffs in seven different innings and simply was a strike-throwing machine. She retired 14 batters in a row in a stretch from the 12th to the 17th innings. Her opposite number, Evans, gave up only two baserunners from the fifth through the 11th. 


You get the picture. 


Believe it or not, there were opportunities to score, though scarce. In the first inning, fleet Gina Zurbey dropped a bunt and reached first, it seemed, as the ball touched the ground. Jyll Tusa bunted her to second and Huskies fans were looking for an early edge. But Alexia Bridgeman, continuing the small-ball trend, tried to put down another bunt, lining the ball to encroaching third baseman Steph Rudie. She caught the ball and then turned to throw to shortstop Nicole Buysse, who had alertly circled behind Zurbey to double her off third. 


St. Anthony Village would  get another runner to keep third base coach Brendemuehl company. In the fourth, Bridgeman singled and advanced on an infield out, but Evans fanned Courtney Antilla for the third out. 


Another big defensive play resulted in a double play for the Arrows in the seventh. With one out, Rose Tusa singled to right. On a 1-0 pitch, Antilla hit a sharp liner to rightfield that became a do-or-die play for Henderson. She snagged the ball below her knee and fired to first to double Tusa. 


St. Anthony Village also got runners to second in the 10th and 12th innings, respectively, but neither time was able to get runners to third, or home. 


Pipestone got the leadoff hitter on in three of the first four innings, but the flame-throwing Tusa, with eight early strikeouts, worked out of trouble. In the second, Henderson got the first of her three hits and was gunned out trying to steal second. In the third, Steph Rudie laid down a successful bunt but was also thrown out stealing. And in the third, leadoff hitter Bailey Bouman hit an infield chopper for a single and got as far as second on another single to short center by Kayla Rowden. But Tusa again reached back for a strikeout and groundout. 


Designated player Karli DeSchepper was the first Arrow to reach third in the seventh after she singled. Her courtesy runner, Megan VanderPoel, stole two bases to get as far as third before Tusa fanned Rudie. 


Pipestone also got runners on first and second in the ninth, on singles by Rowden and Henderson with one out, but Tusa pitched out of trouble. Likewise in the 10th, when Nichole Merrill clubbed a long two-out double to the fence in center but could get no further. The first of Tusa’s two throwing errors put another runner in scoring position in the 12th, to no avail. 


Tusa had retired 14 straight Arrows before Henderson’s big hit to open the 17th. 


Henderson had a double and two singles for the Arrows, while Rowden had a pair of singles. Getting one hit apiece were Bouman, DeSchepper, Rudie and Merrill. Antilla went three-for-six for St. Anthony Village, while Bridgeman added two singles. 

