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The Live Ball Controversy


Sandusky, Ohio - May 25th, 2003

by Adrian Garrett

 


Were Dark Forces Behind the Dragons' Magical
Championship?

 


I've been covering this team day-to-day for
almost twenty years now, this sport for my entire post-graduation
career, and I've been a fan my whole life. Believe me when I say
that I've never seen anything like it before. Not even close.

The Dragons were a team that seemed fated to
win that year. Destiny. That word gets thrown around from
time to time in pro sports. A series of lucky breaks seem to go a
team's way over the course of a series, or a month, or even a full
season. Every champion needs a lucky bounce every now and then.
Occasionally, a team will seem to ride that luck for a full
campaign, as if the universe itself—or some force in it—has
pre-ordained them to be champions. The Dragons that season were
like that, only to the nth degree.

Like I said, I've never seen anything like
it, before or since.

Mostly, it was ordinary little things. A
game-winning home run, a timely strikeout, an easy ball mishandled
by an opponent. These are normal things you see over the course of
a season; however, that season, it seemed to be happening
nearly every night.

A dangerous ball down the line would land
just foul if hit by an opponent; if it was off the bat of a Dragon
hitter, then it would kick up just a hint of chalk, landing in
play.

A Dragon pitcher, clearly gassed and throwing
duds on the mound, would suddenly find a break in his slider so
wicked, the opposing batter would swing himself onto the seat of
his pants in the dirt at home plate.

An easy popfly to end a Dragon rally would
suddenly get lost in the sun by the fielder, drop onto the turf,
and extend the inning.

Over and over, all season long.

Nothing crazy, nothing unbelievable; but the
sheer volume of moments added up to a team of destiny. Everyone
felt it. By the end of the season, they seemed fated to win it
all.

And as they began their run through the
playoffs, it became more and more likely that the Dragons would be
ending one of the longest championship droughts in both
professional and semi-professional sports history. It had been more
than a century—the club's entire history—and the Dragons had never
won it all.

Yet despite more lucky bounces, timely hits,
and every close call seemingly going their way, the Dragons found
themselves in the heat of a deciding Game Seven in the final
series. The championship was on the line and the Dragons were down
to their last half-inning. Their final at bat.

Bottom of the ninth, down by one run to the
defending champion Cougars. One out, with a runner—Kyle Kofax, the
Dragons' speedy centerfielder—at first base.

Two outs away from their season being over.
Two outs away from destiny being denied, their luck run dry at the
most inopportune of times.

Two outs.

And then Francisco Garza hit a lazy bouncer
right to the shortstop.

 


"You saw the video. You tell me what the hell
happened."

- Dave Wilson, Cougars' left-fielder

 


It was an easy double-play ball. Even the
speed of Kofax at first wouldn't be enough. A flip to the second
baseman, over to first, and that was all she wrote. Season over.
Another year added to the championship-less streak. So much for
destiny.

Except the shortstop never managed to get the
ball to the second baseman.

Years later, the shortstop, Phil Rogers,
would insist that he simply mishandled the ball. The blood all over
his hand and his glove he would explain away as a freak
occurrence—the bouncing ball having caught him just right,
splitting the webbing between fingers. Even when video of the play
clearly showed him fielding the bouncer with his glove, securing
it, and then reaching in with his bare hand, preparing to flip it
on to the second baseman.

Not to mention that immediately after the
game, eyes wide, hand wrapped in a bloody towel, he claimed that
something had bitten him.

"The ball?" asked a reporter, drawing
laughter from those nearby.

"Something."

Whatever actually happened to cause Rogers to
drop the ball, what occurred next was even more bizarre.

The ball dropped at his feet, bouncing back
between his legs. Rogers turned, reached down to scoop up the ball.
And missed.

His fingers closed over the spot where the
ball should have been, but it wasn't there. Still bouncing, the
ball suddenly changed direction and rolled towards the outfield
grass, as though propelled by some unseen force. As if Rogers had
mistakenly booted it, although footage showed that he clearly
hadn't.

"Guess it just took a wicked bounce," he said
in the weeks following the game, shrugging. He didn't sound like he
believed it.

Replays showed the ball impossibly changing
direction in mid-air, moving laterally as if dodging
Rogers's outstretched fingers. Upon landing on the dirt, the ball
proceeded to roll—with purpose, some people claimed—away from the
fielder and towards the outfield.

Rogers reach for the dropped ball put him off
balance and he crashed to the dirt. He crawled after the ball on
his hands and knees, still grasping after it.

The ball—by some accounts,
consciously—scooted farther away from him, rolling with more
energy than seemed possible, all the way to the grass.

By this time, speedy Kyle Kofax had reached
second, and seeing the loose ball and struggling fielder, turned
towards third base and accelerated.

Rogers, the shortstop, was in his path. For a
moment, everyone held their collective breath as Kofax hurdled the
player. Was he going to clear him?

Then, as if some invisible hand upon his back
had pushed him to the ground, Rogers collapsed flat onto his
stomach, whereupon he placed his glove over his head and gave up on
the play.

Kofax sailed over him. Landed, legs pumping.
Continued towards third.

Still, the play should have ended then, with
Dragons on the corners and one out. Ahead by one run, the Cougars
might have found a way to hold on for the win and the
championship.

But that wasn't the end of the play.

Jared Albertson, the Cougars' third basemen,
moving across the dirt behind Rogers to back him up, was close
enough to run over and grab the loose ball.

He bent down, fielded it with his glove. And
the strangeness continued.

As Albertson straightened up, eyes focused
towards third base where Kofax was sliding in safely, the ball in
his glove suddenly bounced up. An incredible time to lose control
and juggle the ball!

Except Albertson claimed the ball "jumped".
By itself.

To this day, he maintains that he didn't
juggle it, didn't mishandle it. It jumped out of his glove.
And right at his face.

Stunned, the Cougars' third baseman crumpled
to the ground. The ball bounced farther onto the outfield grass.
Albertson, his nose bloodied, leapt up and went after the ball.

Kofax, brushing himself off at third base,
took one look at the loose, bouncing ball, and dashed towards home.
He was the tying run.

By this time, Garza, the batter, was rounding
first and digging for second. Luke Pierre, the Cougars' second
baseman, was still covering the bag, incredulously watching his
teammates knock the ball around like little leaguers.

To this day Pierre won't talk about
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