It didn't turn out right for Lancers
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WORCESTER - No football game boils down to one play. 

But the Longmeadow High School football team knows it may have only been a play or two away from celebrating a Super Bowl title last night.  The Lancers gave a game effort, but three turnovers led the way to a 24-14 loss to St. John's of Shrewsbury in the Western-Central Massachusetts Division I title game. 

Longmeadow rallied in the second half, but came up empty on two possessions with a chance to take the lead in the fourth quarter at John F. Coughlin Field at Worcester State College.  Longmeadow finished at 8-3 after extending to eight its state record of consecutive Super Bowl appearances and 12th overall since 1984. 

St. John's finished at 10-2, in its first title game since defeating Longmeadow in 2001. 

"It was 17-14 with 6:30 left ... and we really thought that right there we were going to win this football game," Longmeadow coach Alex Rotsko said. "I know one possession we had 99 yards and two feet to go (to score), but we obviously moved the ball.   "We needed a big play to go our way and we just didn't get it tonight." 

Longmeadow's third turnover, a fumble inside its 20, gave St. John's possession at the 15 with a 17-14 lead and 5:51 left.   "I stripped the ball there, the fumble was probably the biggest play of the game," St. John's linebacker Jeff Moore said. "I think it took so much energy out of them and brought them right down." 

Moore iced it with a 1-yard run with 4:29 left to make it 24-14. 

"We punched it in and it was pretty much the end of the show for them," Moore said.   "With three turnovers, you're probably not going to win a game like this," Rotsko said. "Especially playing 11-minute quarters." 

Longmeadow then moved to the St. John's 25, but stalled on downs during the final minute.  "We prepared so well for them, we just fell short," Longmeadow running back Ryan Harrison said. "It came down to execution, we had three turnovers and that's tough to have happen." 

Mike Wenc led Longmeadow with 80 yards and one touchdown on 13 carries.  Teammate Dele Afolabi scored on a 53-yard run late in the third quarter to make it 17-14. He finished with 78 yards on five carries. Harrison ran seven times for 48 yards.  Cameron Green, Todd Young, Tony Riley, Alberto Rubinaccio led Longmeadow's defensive line, but St. John's made enough big plays. 

St. John's opened a 10-0 lead before the game was 9½ minutes old.  Quarterback Eric Dickson broke loose for a 44-yard touchdown run at the 6:58 mark, and Ross Pentland kicked a 32-yard field goal four minutes later.  "We were down 10-0, but this team has so much heart and character," Longmeadow quarterback Mac Sullivan said. "We didn't let them get us down. We dug as deep as we could, we just didn't have enough tonight." 

Longmeadow immediately answered with an 81-yard scoring drive that chewed up six minutes off the clock.  Wenc capped the drive with a 1-yard run with 8:08 left in the half. 

The Pioneers used a roughing the kicker penalty and a fourth-down conversion to drive to the Longmeadow 12, but Pentland missed a 29-yard field goal attempt with 3 seconds left. 

Turnovers by Longmeadow set up both St. John's field goal attempts in the first half.  "Coming into this game, I think everyone thought that St. John's was just a better team," Rotsko said. "But by the end of the half, I think we all knew we could trade blows with them."  Dickson scored two touchdowns, including a 4-yard run to cap a 62-yard drive that ate up the first six minutes of the second half. 

"Their quarterback made some outstanding plays," Rotsko said. "A couple of them were broken plays, but that's what he does."  Dickson rushed for 84 yards and threw for 39. Moore finished with 50 yards and James Foley had 40.  

Rotsko said the team, which lost 27 seniors from last year's undefeated Super Bowl title team, had plenty of which to be proud.  "We have only 10 seniors and only a handful had played last year," Rotsko said. "This team made its niche, it brought us back to another Super Bowl and that will be something they can remember forever."  Sullivan battled an injured throwing shoulder to throw for 67 yards, including four times for 37 yards to Jack Abbott.  

BOWL NOTES: St. John's 6-foot-4, 295-pound senior lineman James McGillicudy was named Friday as the Massachusetts Gatorade Player of the Year ... Milford High School received the Massachusetts Interscholastic Athletic Association team sportsmanship award during a halftime ceremony. 

