Columbia foils Nutley, 1-0; will meet Milburn in ECT final
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Gene Chyzowych hustled goalie Jackson Klein into the game in the final two minutes to guarantee fresh legs in the net for the imminent shootout. 

All good, except the veteran coach probably wasn't accounting for the weary wobble in those fresh legs. 

"I was really shaky," Klein said. "As soon as I heard I was coming in, I was nervous. I was shaking my legs up and down, up and down, trying to get loose." 

Klein's steely composure defied his edgy feelings. 

The junior narrowly missed two shots in the first stage of the shootout, then made a diving save on Nutley's second shot of the second round to help top-seeded Columbia, No. 8 in The Star-Ledger Top 20, edge No. 20 and fifth-seeded Nutley, 1-0, in the semifinals of the 35th Essex County Tournament yesterday in Millburn. 

Senior forward Adrian Alexis snapped a 4-4 tie on penalty kicks by driving a shot to the upper-right corner, then Nutley missed its next chance to end the nerve-wracking session following scoreless soccer through regulation and two overtimes. 

Columbia gets a chance to avenge its loss in last year's final when it battles second-seeded and No. 10 Millburn on Sunday in North Caldwell. 

Even though Nutley (10-2) lost in its first semifinal appearance, it surely proved it has arrived as an Essex County power after decades of mediocrity. The offense was not able to generate much against Columbia's stubborn back line, but senior goalie Kyle Greulich (nine saves) and his defenders were well-prepared to challenge Columbia's potent attack. 

"Their defense played outstanding and their goalie was superb," Chyzowych said of Nutley. "We had a number of opportunities that they were able to stop." 

Greulich had made a brilliant save one shot before Klein's diving rejection. Greulich got a hand on Alexis' piece, but was unable to direct it over the crossbar. 

Senior William Ball had scored during the first round of the shootout, rolling a hard shot right of center that just eluded Klein. Ball went to the far right corner on his second attempt and Klein had just enough length to force it away. 

"I saw the ball really well. I saw the shooter open up his hips, meaning he was going to his left," Klein said. "I looked up from the ground and it trickled toward the post. I thought it went through my hands at first." 

Not in a game dominated by goalie play was that about to happen. Columbia starter Matt Gruber had made five saves, his last on a hard running shot from Mark Borino with 3:16 to go in the second overtime. Gruber also kicked away a shot in the first half that appeared to be a choice scoring opportunity for Nutley. 

"We had some chances. We tried to clog the middle and counter as best we could," Nutley coach Marcellino Marra said. "We did the best we possibly could." 

Millburn 1, Montclair 0: Millburn probably scored two or three fewer goals than it was entitled to for all of its crisp ball movement and long possession time. 

But the team wasn't about to express even the slightest regret for its missed opportunties. Because when Josh Plump scored 14 seconds into the game, that one goal represented a scoring differential as wide as the field he was playing on. 

The 1-0, semifinal-round victory over sixth-seeded Montclair, No. 14 in The Star-Ledger Top 20, gave No. 10 and second-seeded Millburn the opportunity to defend it title in the 35th Essex County Tournament. 

Millburn will battle No. 8 and top-seeded Columbia on Sunday in North Caldwell. 

"Everyone across the board, including myself, had our fair chances. We just couldn't convert," Plump said. "But the most important thing is we got the result. Whether we won with PKs or 4-0, we got back to the final." 

Millburn (8-2) made the scoring part seem easy when senior midfielder Roger McGlynn took control of the ball off the kickoff and dribbled quickly along the right flank. He served a long cross to the middle of the box, Plump ran onto it and drove it toward the crossbar, just beyond the reach of Montclair's Adam Purdy. 

That would be all the senior goalie would not get his hands on. Millburn unloaded a number of quality attempts on net, but Purdy consistently thwarted them with smart positioning and superb reactions. He closed with 11 saves. 

"I think he kept them in the game," the Bucknell-bound Plump said. "If not, I think it would have been a blowout in the beginning. We just weren't able to convert because of him." 

Millburn goalie Peter Daniels wasn't nearly so busy, thanks to the play of defenders Mike Katzman, Jeff Wang, Zak Sweetwood and Chris Benedict. Montclair (10-4) had only one truly dangerous volley, from Jakeem Johnson from nine yards with 16:19 left in the first half. Daniels stuffed it. 

Purdy was especially active in the second half, with three tough saves in the first five minutes alone and seven all told over the final 40 minutes. He made one of his best against Plump 17 minutes into the half by coming far off his line to halt a breakaway. 

"I was kind of second-guessing myself whether I should try to deke him out or just go for the shot," Plump said. "I shot and Adam just stuck his leg out." 
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