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INTRODUCTION



Man, did this look familiar. The Patriots were toying with the Colts again, something New England had made a habit of in this decade.


Seemingly headed for their fourth Super Bowl appearance in six years—they won the other three—the Patriots owned a 21-3 lead at the RCA Dome. They were befuddling Indianapolis quarterback Peyton Manning once more, and when the Pats took control against the Colts, they never would let go.


Well, almost never. There was something different about the 2006 Colts.


They had more spunk, more versatility, and more resolve than previous editions. They had all the makings for the kind of comeback that never fades from a sports fan’s memory.


“Some of that stuff is a little deep for me,” Manning said. “I just wanted to do my job and do my job well. I didn’t think I needed to be super. I just needed to be good.”


Not quite. He and the Colts needed to be very good to stage a rally. And they were.


Down by 18, the Colts went on an 80-yard march of 15 plays, and Adam Vinatieri, the hero of two of New England’s Super Bowl wins who was now kicking for Indy, made a 26-yard field goal.


“We had to get some points there,” Manning admitted. “It was big for our confidence going into halftime.”


Even bigger was the way the Colts came out after the break. They immediately covered 76 yards in 14 plays, Manning scored on a 1-yard run, and it suddenly was 21-13.


“You could feel it after that,” star receiver Reggie Wayne said. “You could feel that something special was coming.”


Something that marks any champion: a display of will that won’t be denied.


Another 76-yard drive capped by an even more unusual 1-yard score than Manning carrying it in—defensive tackle Joe Klecko, lined up as a blocking tight end, catching a pass—and a 2-point conversion pass to Marvin Harrison tied it.


“Even when we were up 21-3,” said Manning’s New England counterpart, Tom Brady, “you knew at some point they were going to come back.”


But so would the Patriots, a club steeped in postseason achievements. Brady, a two-time Super Bowl MVP, threw a 6-yard TD pass to Jabar Gaffney to take back the lead.


More resilient than ever, Indy returned the favor with a fluky TD as center Jeff Saturday recovered Dominic Rhodes’s fumble in the end zone for his first score since peewee league. With 12 minutes left, it was 28-28.


“It just shows that this ship didn’t sink or sail with one guy,” Saturday said. “Every guy has to show up and do their job.


“Things are sometimes unexplainable. I was blocking my guy to the left, and he (Rhodes) spins back and the ball is loose. It hit me in the foot and I just laid down and got it.”


Back came New England for Stephen Gostkowski’s 28-yard field goal. And back came Indy for Vinatieri’s 36-yarder.


As expected, the Patriots didn’t flinch, and when Gostkowski hit again from 43 yards, they led 34-31 and were 3 minutes, 49 seconds from the Super Bowl.


Manning is a student of football history and a true sports fan. He certainly knew about the great comebacks of the NFL: Buffalo over Houston in the playoffs after the 1992 season; Pittsburgh’s rally to a Super Bowl title a year earlier.


He probably knew all about the 1973 Mets and 2004 Red Sox; maybe even Notre Dame over UCLA in basketball, or the Maple Leafs storming back from a 3-0 deficit to beat the Red Wings for the 1942 Stanley Cup.


So now was the time for Manning and the Colts to dig out their own little corner on the comeback trail.


They had to be brilliant against such an imposing opponent, and they were.


Indy surged 80 yards in 11 plays. After Manning threw a laser for a 32-yard completion to Bryan Fletcher, a roughing-the-passer call moved the ball to the 11, then Manning handed off to Joseph Addai three times, with the rookie scoring from the 3 with a minute left.


“I watched the drive with Elway, you never get tired of seeing that,” Manning said of Denver’s rally to win the 1986 AFC championship game at Cleveland. “I’m not comparing what we just did to that, but it sounds pretty good.”


It would sound and feel a whole lot better if the Colts could stop Brady and their tormentors for another 60 seconds. Even Manning recognized how difficult that could be.


“I said a little prayer on that last drive,” Manning admitted. “I don’t know if you’re supposed to pray for stuff like that, but I said a little prayer.”


And it worked. The Patriots sputtered, Marlin Jackson jumped in front of Brady’s pass and fell to the ground with it, and the Colts had scaled their biggest hurdle with a memorable rally.


“I’m so proud of the way our guys fought,” Dungy said. “I’m very happy for Peyton. He was very, very calm. He had to bring us from behind three or four times. It’s just fitting. Our team went the hard way the whole year.”


They would need a mini-comeback in the Super Bowl before beating the Bears for the championship. But by climbing back against New England, the Colts had eliminated any doubts—from the outside and within the team—that they were fully capable of rallying.


It’s what great comebacks are all about. It’s what this book is all about.
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HARVARD BEATS YALE 29-29


The Game, 1968


It looked like a typographical error: “Harvard Beats Yale, 29-29.”


But the headline in the Harvard Crimson made its point. If any game in the long and storied series felt like a victory for the Crimson, it was the one played in 1968. The most incredible comeback of them all.


As for Yale, the reverse was true. Brian Dowling, the Bulldogs’ quarterback that day, would later refer to that contest as “the first time I lost at Yale.”


And Carmen Cozza, the Yale coach, said, “That was the worst loss of my life, even though it was a tie.”


In a rivalry known snobbishly only as “The Game,” surely this was the Game of Games.


Trailing 29-13 in the final minutes and hopelessly out of contention, Harvard incredibly scored 16 points in 42 seconds to stave off defeat. The result of the battle of unbeaten teams left the longtime rivals sharing the Ivy League title.


“It was a frustrating game and a blemish on my career at Yale because I thought we had a better team,” Dowling says. “But if we would have won the way we could have, no one would have remembered us, or that game. They would have said it was just another undefeated Yale team.


“But because of what happened, it was a mixed blessing for us. The notoriety lasted, and it added to the lore of the rivalry.”


In 1965 Dowling sat on the bench as a freshman watching his first Yale-Harvard game. He wasn’t impressed.


“It was the most boring thing I had ever witnessed,” he said of Harvard’s 13-0 victory. “I thought the object of the game was to score points. After the first two games, I was beginning to wonder.”


Dowling missed the 1966 game, won 17-0 by Harvard, because of injury. As a sophomore he had his share of health problems: a bruised kidney, chipped backbone, a torn knee, broken collarbone, broken nose, and broken hand. Those injuries cost him seven and a half games in his second year and three more in his junior year.


That didn’t stop him from becoming a campus hero as a junior. When he did get back in the lineup, he led Yale to victories over Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, Penn, Princeton, and Harvard to give the Bulldogs their first Ivy League championship since 1960.


For drama, the win over Harvard in 1967 topped them all—at least until ’68’s epic. With time running out, Dowling hurled a 66-yard touchdown pass to Del Marting for the winning points in a thrilling 24-20 Yale victory.


Reflecting on that final drive, Dowling said, “I wanted to end the game with more completions to Yale than to Harvard. I think I had four interceptions at the time. I only had three completions. The only bad thing was that we scored so quickly that Harvard had a chance to drive down the field, which they did, and they ended up fumbling on the 10-yard line as time ran out.”


With his scrambling ability to make plays on the fly, the 6-foot-2, 190-pound quarterback reminded many of Navy great Roger Staubach, the 1963 Heisman Trophy winner.


“Without a great amount of exaggeration, he can be called the most exciting back in the Ivies since Princeton’s Dick Kazmaier (the All-American of the 1950s),” Sports Illustrated said.


The star quarterback from Cleveland’s St. Ignatius High School had scholarship offers from more than 100 schools, including Southern Cal, Michigan, Ohio State, and Notre Dame. But his father, Emmett, president of a steel-door company in Youngstown, Ohio, paid for his son to go to Yale. “Why not go first class?” he said to Brian.


Dowling did, but wasn’t so sure he had made the right decision at first. “I really wanted to play big-time football,” he said.


That feeling soon changed when Dowling saw all the great talent that surrounded him at Yale.


“We had a lot of depth,” he remembered. “We had a lot of good players. The major conferences had two or three good teams. The rest of them weren’t that great. We could have beaten a lot of those schools.”


Dowling was in the middle of a football revival at Yale—one reason why the Yale Bowl bulged with 68,000 fans for the 1967 game with Harvard.


All right, Game with Harvard.


“That was pretty special,” Dowling remembered. “We had already clinched [the Ivy League championship], but we had a full Yale Bowl, which was pretty exciting.”


All of a sudden, normally sober students usually more concerned with the stock market and the devaluation of the British currency were holding pep rallies, wearing buttons, and marching in parades. “Brian Dowling is our hippie,” noted Yale publicity director Charley Loftus.


To be sure, Brian was the big man on campus. The Yale Daily News featured him in a comic strip—he was the inspiration for “B.D.” in Gary Trudeau’s Doonesbury. The usually insouciant student body treated him with almost godlike reverence. When it rained at the Yale Bowl, the students called on Dowling for help. “Make it stop, Brian,” they would chant during games.


Dowling couldn’t do that, but he could make the offense go. After Yale was shut out by Harvard in 1965 and 1966 without Dowling, he had the Bulldogs’ offense in high gear in 1967 and 1968.


Dowling shared star billing with Calvin Hill, one of the country’s great running backs and a future NFL first-round draft pick. In 1968, the dynamic pair had led a high-powered offense that was ranked No. 3 nationally and would be Harvard’s toughest challenge of the season.


Harvard was built on defense. Nicknamed the “Boston Stranglers,” the Crimson led the nation with fewest points allowed, 61 in eight games.


“I remember that I had a particular challenge,” Dowling remembered. “Harvard had a great defense and they were talking about how they were going to stop us. That was me, of course, because I ran the offense.”


There was the usual trash-talking rhetoric before the game. Yes, even in the Ivy League.


“The biggest reason Harvard is No. 1 in defense,” snarled Yale tackle Tom Bass, “is because they haven’t played us yet.”


The Crimson countered.


“We hope to hit them real hard early, just so they will know,” said John Emery, a 200-pound Harvard linebacker with a Fu Manchu mustache.


But this Yale team wasn’t used to being intimidated. It wasn’t used to losing, either. Going into the ’68 game, the Bulldogs sported a nation-leading 16-game winning streak, and were ranked No. 19 in the nation.


Both teams had 8-0 records in 1968. Yale’s perfect record was expected, Harvard’s wasn’t.


“The experts said this was going to be our first losing season,” said Harvard coach John Yovicsin of his tenure at Cambridge, “but there’s something about putting a challenge to Harvard.”


The Crimson did have some hard-nosed running backs, including fullback Vic Gatto.


But Harvard had no one in its backfield with the reputation of Dowling and Hill. Yovicsin’s teams were known for their sound, but unspectacular, play.


The Crimson would have to be extremely sound to beat this Yale team.


“From the start, we were forced to look at it as a special game,” Gatto said. “We were both undefeated.”


Dowling said he and his teammates were well aware of Harvard’s success as the Ivy League season progressed.


“I tried to take each opponent at a time,” Dowling said. “But after four weeks, you sort of knew what everybody’s record was. We kept an eye on Harvard. They didn’t win big every week, they had two or three close games. They were still undefeated. We knew it was going to come down to the last game.”


While Dowling was thinking about Harvard, Foge Fazio, who coached the Crimson’s special teams and defensive line in 1968, was thinking about Yale.


“All year long you could feel the buildup of the two teams,” he said.


The lure of the game attracted a sellout crowd of 40,280 fans to ancient Harvard Stadium, along with a blizzard of print and electronic media—250 journalists in all.


There were a number of scalpers, as well. The normal scalping prices that day: $50 to $175 for a pair of tickets. One fan reportedly paid $1,000 for a block of eight seats, an incredible amount of money for the time.


The game, uh, The Game began . . .


Dowling was in top form, leading a 79-yard drive and racing around right end for a touchdown in the first quarter.


Early in the second period, Yale had the ball on the Harvard 4-yard line. Dowling, trying to pass, was trapped for an apparent loss. But he squirmed free and fired a touchdown pass to Hill. Later in the period, he hit Marting with a 5-yard pass in the end zone after another scrambling adventure to give Yale a 22-0 lead.


It wasn’t what the fans were expecting. The classic they were hoping to see had turned into a one-sided romp as Dowling and Hill scored almost at will against one of the country’s great defensive teams.


Dowling, the scrambler, had made all the difference with his fast footwork, running up the score against a team that allowed an average of less than 8 points a game.


“The plan had been to keep Dowling in the pocket,” Sports Illustrated wrote, “but Harvard was having trouble keeping him in Cambridge.”


The Crimson weren’t able to contain Hill, either. When he scored that touchdown for Yale, he passed the legendary Albie Booth as the leading scorer in Yale history with 144 points.


Harvard’s starting quarterback, George Lalich, meanwhile, was being kept under wraps by the Yale defense. Desperately, Yovicsin turned to second-string quarterback Frank Champi. “OK,” the Harvard coach said, “you try it for a while.”


That was a surprise to just about everyone in the stadium—including the Harvard football team itself.


“We knew Frank had the arm, but we felt he was a little inexperienced for the job,” said Harvard guard Tom Jones, later known as the actor Tommy Lee Jones. “He was a junior and he was sort of nervous all year.”


Champi had completed only five passes in his three seasons at Harvard and spent most of his time on the bench. Football hadn’t been as much fun for him as it was when he starred at Everett (Massachusetts) High School.


Now, ice-cold, the disgruntled Champi was thrown into a game in a desperation move by Yovicsin.


“We needed to be shaken up,” Gatto said.


So Champi, a balding history major, made some history of his own.


With 39 seconds left in the first half, Champi threw a 15-yard touchdown pass to Bruce Freeman to cut the Yale lead to 22-6. A poor snap from center cost the Crimson the extra point, but Harvard’s players went into the locker room a fully confident team.


“At halftime, we knew we could win,” Yovicsin said. “I told our boys that all we had to do was shut out Yale while getting two touchdowns and a field goal.”


The Harvard players believed in themselves, if not their coach. Before the season, Yovicsin had a near mutiny on his hands when most of the 22 seniors almost walked out in a furor over playing time.


“We’d been the forgotten guys on this club,” one of the seniors said. “Ever since our freshman year, we’ve been ignored. We changed our minds about walking out after Vic Gatto was elected captain. We held a meeting in January and decided to rally around Vic. We wanted to show the school, the coaches, and the experts that we were a lot better than any of them gave us credit for.”


When the second half began, Yovicsin put Lalich back in the game. Not for long. When the Harvard offense stalled, the ball was back in Champi’s hands on Harvard’s next series.


A Yale fumble gave Harvard great field position on the Eli 25. Three plays later, Champi had Harvard back in the end zone.


Yale’s once-significant lead was now down to 9 points, 22-13.


The score remained that way going into the fourth quarter, which was notable for one big reason. Before the Crimson shut out Yale in the third period, the Bulldogs had scored in 22 straight quarters.


It was a great effort by Harvard, but seemingly not enough, when Dowling carried the ball over the goal line on a 5-yard rollout in the fourth quarter. Cozza looked at the scoreboard and waved in Bob Bayless to kick the extra point.


Yale 29, Harvard 13.


“After the third touchdown, I figured 2 points would put it out of reach,” Cozza said. “After the fourth one, I figured what difference does it make? There was no way they could come back. No way they could win.”


Especially with Yale driving toward the Harvard goal line for yet another score.


From Harvard’s 32, Dowling completed a screen pass, but Harvard’s Steve Ranere recovered a fumble at the Crimson 14 with 3:31 remaining.


Enough time to score a touchdown, sure, but Harvard needed more than one, plus a couple of 2-point conversions just to tie. By Ivy League logic, or logic of any kind, it was an absurd calculation.


But Champi was back in the game, ready to prove his own theory of conversions.


Suddenly, things got interesting. In later years Hill remembered it as a “free fall. It was like watching a big, old tidal wave.”


The Harvard quarterback moved the Crimson steadily downfield. The drive seemed doomed when Champi fumbled. However, a Harvard tackle picked up the ball and rumbled 17 yards to the Yale 15.


Still, it didn’t seem to matter. There was now less than a minute left. And the Yale students were taunting their Harvard counterparts, waving white “victory” handkerchiefs across the field and chanting, “You’re Number 2.”


Not even the most loyal Harvard fan could possibly think the Crimson had a chance.


Think again.


Champi, who could throw a football 85 yards with his right arm and 50 with his left, eluded a bunch of white-jerseyed Yale players and rifled a 15-yard TD pass to Freeman with 42 seconds left.


Sure, time was tight, but things were going Harvard’s way—even officials’ calls. When the Crimson missed their try at the 2-point conversion, a Yale penalty gave Harvard an extra opportunity. Gus Crim took it in to reduce Yale’s lead to 8 points, 29-21.


“They started waving those white handkerchiefs and yelling,” Gatto said. “That got to us.”


Harvard had only one chance left: an onside kick.


The ball went toward a Yale lineman, who couldn’t control it. During the scramble, Harvard’s Bill Kelly fell on the ball at the Yale 49.


Despite the sudden turn of events, Dowling wasn’t worried.


“Looking back, after they recovered the onside kick, I looked up at the scoreboard and saw us with an 8-point lead,” he said. “I felt there was no way we could lose.”


But he didn’t figure on Champi, exhausted as he was, directing an irresistible force. The Harvard quarterback ran 14 yards for a first down. A Yale face-mask penalty gave Harvard 15 more yards, moving the ball to the Yale 20.


Time left: 32 seconds.


Champi threw two passes into the end zone, both incomplete. Then he sent Crim up the middle on a surprising draw play covering 14 yards.


Three seconds remained, enough for one last play.


As the play unfolded, Champi appeared to be trapped.


“He played ring-around-the-rosey with Yale’s defenders,” reported the New York Times. “He ran around in circles for what seemed like 10 seconds.”


Then he spotted Gatto alone in the end zone and fired. The pass settled in the Harvard captain’s arms as time ran out. It was a special moment for a special player who became the first back in Harvard history to rush for 2,000 yards.


Yale 29, Harvard 27.


“I thought the pass to Gatto was high,” said Champi, also a javelin thrower on the Harvard track team. “I just threw it in his general direction.”


Gatto had been injured earlier and his left knee bothered him.


“But when I saw the pass, I knew I just had to love it. Just take it in my arms and love it,” he said.


Harvard fans swarmed onto the field to mob Gatto. The game was held up while officials cleared the area. They couldn’t keep the noise down, though.


“It was the loudest I’d ever heard in a stadium,” Cozza said.


As Harvard prepared to go for the 2-point conversion, the public address announcer implored the crowd, “Quiet, please!”


Harvard still had to make that conversion to tie. No distracting noise needed.


Champi, meanwhile, was confident he could finish the job.


[image: image]


© Sports Illustrated.


Harvard’s Pete Varney celebrates a touchdown to bring the Crimson to within two points of tying Yale in their classic 1968 comeback. Photo by Jerry Cooke.


“At this time,” Champi said, “I was so tired, I wasn’t even nervous.”


But not too tired to complete a pass to Pete Varney for the tie that left Yale’s Hill with a “sick, sick feeling.”


Harvard beats Yale 29-29.


“It was a simple curl pattern,” Varney said of the final play. “We had run it all year long. I was usually matched up against a small defensive back and I could screen him out. We had run it the previous game. It made the final one even easier.”


The play may have been routine, but Champi saw the game in mystical terms.


“Astrologically, it was a big day,” said Champi, who believed in “karma, reincarnation, and God.”


Years later, Dowling had the opportunity to watch films of the game for a TV show that chronicled great competition, and thought the quality of play was “pretty good. I was proud of that fact.”


It only happened to be one of Dowling’s greatest games as a collegian. The Yale quarterback scored twice and passed for two TDs, and would have probably had another if that receiver hadn’t dropped the ball on the way to the goal line in the fourth quarter. Dowling also racked up 116 yards through the air in a magnificent performance against a tough defense.


As for the game’s historical impact, Dowling noted, “People are still talking about it almost 40 years later. The circumstances became larger than life the farther away from it you go. If everybody went to the game who said they did, there were probably 250,000 people there.”


That game personified the rivalry, as far as Gatto was concerned.


“It is a rivalry among equals and friends,” Gatto said. “The rivalry has no bitterness that you associate with others. There’s a sense of mutuality that you don’t find in other rivalries.


“You never play as well until you’re threatened, and we always felt that way against Yale, and I know Yale felt that way about us.”


Upon graduation, Dowling and Hill went into professional football. Gatto later went into coaching at Tufts and also did some TV work with Dowling broadcasting the Yale-Harvard game to alumni.


Champi dropped out of school after the second game of his senior year, disenchanted with football, and became a high school teacher.


Scattered as they were, they were still a part of each other’s lives, and a part of football history.
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REVERSING THE CURSE


2004 Boston Red Sox


Now this must be fiction. Maybe even science fiction.


The film Fever Pitch was sitting in the can, ready for final editing and release. But the story of a maniacal Red Sox fan—fan is short for fanatic, after all—and his relationship with a woman who doesn’t quite grasp his mind-set required a brand new ending. Like all movies about baseball, the Red Sox were lovable losers in this one. Even if everyone else lived happily ever after, the Sox couldn’t provide that tableau, right?


Then they did something, well, miraculous. Not only did the Red Sox reverse the Curse of the Bambino, they did it in historic fashion. They vanquished the “hated Yankees”—you spit out those two words if you are from New England—by coming back from three games down in the American League championship series.


And then they swept the St. Louis Cardinals to win it all.


The Sox? The Boston Red Sox? The perennial underachievers (read “chokers”)?


So there were actors Jimmy Fallon and Drew Barrymore kissing on the Busch Stadium field while the Sox celebrated their first World Series title since 1918.


“Until then, we didn’t allow ourselves to dream that it could happen,” said Bobby Farrelly, who along with brother Peter made the comedy that, had they written it the way things turned out, probably would have been lambasted from the Back Bay to the Bronx. “You know how superstitious everyone is in Boston. We felt like if we started writing before that, we’d jinx them.


“It works brilliantly at the end. We didn’t want to try to fictionalize it, but now it’s reality.”


How in the world did it become reality? That is the story of one of pro sports’ greatest and most unexpected comebacks.


[image: image]


The Yankees’ domination of the Red Sox through the decades was very real, most dramatically and emphatically punctuated by the names Bucky Dent (1978 playoff game) and Aaron Boone (2003). But other teams had destroyed Boston’s hopes for a baseball championship, too, including the Cardinals (1946 and ’67), Indians (1948), Mets (Bill Buckner, 1986), and the 1975 Reds, despite Carlton Fisk’s Game-6 home run that remains the most memorable shot in Fenway annals.


But the way the Bronx Bombers regularly battered the Bosox was the stuff of legend, dating back to when Red Sox owner Harry Frazee sold an outfielder/pitcher named Babe Ruth, on the day after Christmas in 1919, to the Yankees, who would win 26 World Series in the next 81 years while the Sox would chase futilely for one.


“Ruth had simply become impossible, and the Boston club could no longer put up with his eccentricities,” Frazee said. “While Ruth, without question, is the greatest hitter the game has ever seen, he is likewise one of the most selfish and inconsiderate men that ever wore a baseball uniform.”


Bostonians so devotedly believed in the Curse that they were certain Ruth, who brought Frazee an unheard-of in those days $100,000, was watching their team from on high, toying with the players, the managers, the team executives and, most cruelly, the die-hard fans.


And those fans died hard every time the Yankees drove another stake deep into their hearts and psyches.


In mid-June 2004, divers attempted to find the sunken remains of a piano the Babe supposedly dumped into Willis Pond in Sudbury, Massachusetts, after the 1918 World Series. They came up as empty as the Red Sox had for more than eight decades.


Also in mid-June, it became apparent the Yankees and Red Sox were among the elite of baseball once again. The Yanks already had scored a major victory in the off-season when they outbid the Sox for Alex Rodriguez, who was playing alongside superstar shortstop Derek Jeter on New York’s dynamic left side of the infield instead of manning the hole at Fenway. New York sneaked in to make the deal when it appeared the Sox would acquire A-Rod from Texas.


That prompted a war of words between The Boss, Yankees owner George Steinbrenner, and two Boston executives: team owner John Henry and Sox president Larry Lucchino. Henry said the trade was proof baseball needed a salary cap, and Steinbrenner called it “sour grapes” while comparing Henry to the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz. You know, no brain.


Steinbrenner also said of Lucchino: “I have nothing against him except I wouldn’t want him in my foxhole. . . . He’s not my kind of guy. Not a good man.”


In midseason, New York swept a series with Boston, only to then go to Shea Stadium and lose three in a row to the Mets, after which Steinbrenner wondered how his team could be so flat for a matchup with its rivals from Queens. To which one player said: “We have only one rival, and we swept them.”


Including an incredible 5-4 win in 13 innings that required three straight hits with two outs in the bottom of the inning to overcome a 4-3 Boston lead established by Manny Ramirez’s homer.


“That was the greatest ballgame I’ve ever seen or been involved in,” Rodriguez admitted.


The Yankees also fought with the Red Sox. In a July game at Fenway Park, catcher Jason Varitek shoved A-Rod in the face after Bronson Arroyo hit Rodriguez with a pitch and the Yankee shouted threateningly at the pitcher. When Varitek stuck his mitt in Rodriguez’s mug, the benches emptied and a wild melee ensued.


“It just shows you how much both teams were hyped up,” Rodriguez said. “You can’t really control your emotions.”


Added Varitek: “He challenged my pitcher and he has no right and no business doing that. I just told him to take his base, but he wouldn’t stop mouthing off.”


Later in the season, with the Yankees cruising to their seventh straight AL East crown and the Red Sox headed for a wild-card berth, the Bronxites bombed Sox ace Pedro Martinez, who afterward eloquently said:


“What can I say? Just tip my hat and call the Yankees my daddy. They’re that good. They’re that hot right now, at least against me. I wish they would disappear and not come back.


“I can’t find a way to beat them at this point.”


Nor did the Sox figure to find a way as the postseason began.


“They have the (best) record, so you can call them the favorites,” Varitek said of the Yankees, who would play the AL Central-winning Twins in the best-of-five opening round, while Boston played the Anaheim Angels. “We’re just concentrating on what we have to do against the Angels.”


The Yankees took care of Minnesota in four games of the opening round, while the Sox swept the Angels.


Hello, friends.


“Clash of the titans for the pennant,” said Boone, who had been released after the Yankees claimed he violated his contract by playing off-season basketball and injuring his knee. “I think a lot of people wanted to see this. I’m looking forward to following it.”


Nearly all of the Yankees were eager to be playing in it. After the previous year’s dramatics, culminated by Boone’s 11th-inning home run to win Game 7, which capped a rally from 4-0 and 5-2 holes, the Yanks felt somewhat invincible against Boston. And, of course, there was the good old Curse, with Boone’s belt—actually, a rather lazy fly ball that found the seats in left field—the latest incarnation.


But there were rumblings of negativity, too. And some tragedy.


Mariano Rivera, the best relief pitcher in baseball, had flown home on the weekend after two of his wife’s relatives were electrocuted in his pool in Panama. A weeping Rivera attended the funeral, then said: “At this moment, my family is my priority. I stopped thinking about baseball the moment I got on the plane.”


But Rivera vowed to return to his team for the start of the ALCS, which pitted Mike Mussina on the mound for New York against 21-game-winner Curt Schilling. And he did, although his grief somewhat compromised the Yankees’ glee at facing a traditional foe that had become a traditional flop against them.


For their part, the Sox seemed relaxed and ready, buoyed by how well they played against the Angels.


“We’re playing good ball now. I think we’re the best team,” outfielder Johnny Damon said. “Hopefully, the best team wins. But we know they’re no slouches.”


Of course, it wouldn’t be Yankees-Red Sox without a little venom, which Schilling provided.


“I’m not sure I can think of any scenario more enjoyable than making 55,000 people from New York shut up,” said Schilling, who was bothered by tendinitis in his right ankle, if not by the pressure of Game 1 of the playoffs at Yankee Stadium. Schilling had won Game 7 of the 2001 World Series against New York when he was with Arizona, and he signed as a free agent with Boston in part because of “the thrill” of pitching as a visitor in the Bronx.


Boston brought out the big guns off the field, too: Patriots owner Robert Kraft was Henry’s guest, with the belief that maybe the Pats’ good fortunes—two Super Bowl titles in the past three seasons—would rub off on the accursed Red Sox.


“Any team in sports would like to emulate them,” Henry said of the Patriots.


The Bronx fans didn’t want any part of the Pats transferring to the Sox. One fan wearing a Yankees shirt yelled: “Hey, Kraft, keep your winning streak with the Patriots, not with the Red Sox.”


Boston led the majors in slugging percentage (.472), on-base percentage (.360), and runs (949), and tied for the lead in batting average (.282) in 2004. The Yankees brought a loaded lineup featuring Rodriguez, Jeter, Gary Sheffield, Hideki Matsui, Bernie Williams, Jorge Posada, and a deep bench into the series. But their pitching wasn’t as strong as in previous years.


That showed late in Game 1, although Schilling and the Sox couldn’t take advantage, in great part because Schilling got shelled and the Sox fell behind 8-0 through six innings.


Matsui tied an ALCS record with five RBIs. Four came off Schilling, who yielded six runs in three innings and clearly struggled on his damaged ankle which, it turned out, had torn tendons.


But things did get tight at the end.


“It was like it was too good to be true,” Yanks manager Joe Torre said of the huge lead.


Mussina was untouchable for six innings before he tired. Boston reached Mussina and reliever Tanyon Sturtze—a bloodied victim in the fight between Varitek and Rodriguez during the season—for five runs.


In the top of the eighth, Boston kept coming back. David “Big Papi” Ortiz, developing a reputation as a Yankees killer, hit a two-run triple off Tom Gordon, making it 8-7. As much as Torre hated to do so, he made the call for his closer, Rivera.


“Turns out, we really needed him,” Mussina said. “I’m sure glad he came back. I know it was tough for him.”


Very tough. Rivera had found himself near tears in the bullpen before the game, and admitted his mind wandered during the action.


But when the Sox began scoring and the need arose, he was ready.


“My teammates needed me there,” Rivera said. “I wanted to stay home and stay with my family, but I have a job to do, and I have 24 players that were waiting for me.”


As was Kevin Millar, with Ortiz 90 feet away with the tying run. Had Millar come through, it could have been an early crushing blow to the hosts.


Rivera got him to pop out, then retired the Sox in the ninth after Williams’s two-run double made it 10-7.


“What he did tonight was phenomenal with all the tragedy he’s been through,” Millar said.


So much for comebacks.


Yeah, right!


Game 2 was the next night, and the fans displayed their readiness in the third inning—of Game 1. That’s when the “Who’s Your Daddy?” chants and songs began, even though Martinez wasn’t pitching.


The three-time Cy Young Award winner would be in the second game of the series, carrying to the mound a 1-2 mark and 5.47 ERA in four 2004 starts against the Yankees. Overall, one of the most dominant pitchers of his era, he was 10-10 with a 3.24 ERA vs. New York.


“I expect him to be on. We need him to be on. There’s no way we can come back to Boston down 2-0,” Damon insisted.


Manager Terry Francona wasn’t concerned about Martinez’s mind-set, either.


“I thought he was a little frustrated that night,” Francona said of the “daddy” comments. “You see so many times players say something after a game or they think something else, or they are half-dressed going somewhere in a hurry, they say something that they probably wish 10 minutes later they would not have said. I guess I put more credence in his pitching the last 10 years than I do one sentence when he was a little frustrated.”


The Sox had every reason to be frustrated heading into the second contest, because they didn’t give themselves a fair shot in the first. Schilling had nothing, they couldn’t solve Mussina early enough, and their late spurt came up short.


Ah, but this matchup looked like a mismatch. Sure, the Yankees often owned Martinez, but New York was using Jon Lieber, a totally unproven postseason item. Lieber went 5-0 in the final month of the season and was 11-3 in home games. None of those, of course, were playoff games.


“I knew coming into this game what Pedro has done in the past in situations like this, so there was no room for error,” Lieber said.


So he made none. And Martinez was pretty good, as well. Even playful, despite a 3-1 loss that, fulfilling Damon’s worst fears, dropped Boston behind 2-0 heading to Fenway for three games.


“It actually made me feel really, really good,” Martinez said of the chants. “I actually realized that I was somebody important because I caught the attention of 60,000 people . . . plus the whole world. . . . If you reverse time back 15 years ago, I was sitting under a mango tree without 50 cents to actually pay for a bus. And today, I was the center of attention of the whole city of New York.”


Well, sort of. Lieber got plenty of accolades from the sellout crowd by limiting Boston to a single in the third, another in the seventh, and one to Trot Nixon leading off the eighth that brought on Gordon. And brought the fans out of their seats in tribute to Lieber.


Gordon was ineffective again and after the Sox scored a run, Rivera once more was summoned in the eighth. He fanned Damon, who still hadn’t gotten a hit in the series, then closed it out in the ninth.


Sheffield’s RBI single in the first and John Olerud’s two-run homer in the sixth provided the New York offense.


“I’ll take responsibility for this . . . 0 for 8 with five strikeouts,” Damon said, practically spitting out the numbers. “I’m the catalyst of this team. I’m the guy on this team that gets us going, gets on base and creates some havoc, but I haven’t been able to do that.”


Of course not, Johnny. Not against the Yankees. Not with the Curse hanging there like one of the meaty curveballs Schilling had delivered the previous night.


While the Yankees weren’t getting cocky, they sensed this playoff series would be much easier than the previous year, when they were five outs from elimination. They’d already beaten Boston’s aces, and they had no fear of Fenway.


And the Sox?


“There’s no panic with this team—we’re still calm and relaxed,” Damon said. “We’re down 2-0. Big deal. We’ve won four in a row before.”


But down 3-0, now that would be a big deal. Only in hockey had any team come from such a deficit to win a seven-game playoff series, and that happened only twice in more than 80 years.


As for baseball, as they’d say in the Bronx: “Fuhgedaboutit.”


The gloom in New England over the plight of the Sox matched the weather for Game 3. A steady rain forced postponement, adding more mental anguish to the region.


“If we’re not able to overcome some adversity,” Francona said, “we’re not a good enough team.”


They also would be weakened by Schilling being unavailable for Game 5. If, of course, the ALCS got to a Game 5.


So it was up to Arroyo to keep the Yankees from building the “insurmountable” 3-0 lead.


Boston could have done worse than having the guitar-strumming part-time singer on the mound. Arroyo had won eight of his last ten decisions in ’04, and never lacked for confidence.


“I don’t feel the weight of the entire season,” Arroyo said. “I obviously feel a lot of pressure from this series. But, you know, we’re not down 3-0, but obviously we’re backed into a corner and there’s going to be a huge, huge game.”


A game in which Arroyo came up tiny, very tiny. So did New York starter Kevin Brown, but it hardly mattered because, on this night, the Yankees paid tribute to Bronx Bombers of all generations with an unfathomable 19-8 win.


They scored three times in the first, but Boston got four in the second. So the Yankees added three more in the third—both starters were gone by then—and the Sox got two.


OK, 6-6 after three. At least the Sox’s bats had awakened.


But awake and ablaze are entirely different things, and the visitors got five runs in the fourth, two in the fifth, four more in the seventh, and two in the ninth. They had 22 hits, including an astounding 8 doubles.


Sheffield broke the 6-6 tie with a three-run homer off Curtis Leskanic. Matsui had a triple-quint if there is such a thing: five hits, five RBIs, and five runs scored. Rodriguez homered and scored five times.


“I’m not surprised the way our ballclub is playing, but no question, you can’t expect to go in against the Red Sox and do—especially what we did tonight,” Torre said.


Time of game was 4 hours, 20 minutes, the longest nine-inning game in postseason history. Not that many of the Fenway faithful stuck around until the bitter end.


And while the venerable ballpark would be filled for Game 4, just about everyone sensed the true bitter end would come that night in the form of a sweep. Supply your own adjective (ignominious, embarrassing, brutal).


“It starts to look daunting if you look at too big a picture,” Francona said, shaking his head. “You just have to believe this was one game, nothing more than one game we lost.”


Yes, but routs like this tend to take a toll on the victim.


“To get destroyed like that and have a football score up there, it’s definitely embarrassing,” Arroyo admitted.


“I think we’re definitely upset, definitely stunned. . . . It’s not fun,” said Damon, who had nicknamed the wild bunch of Sox “The Idiots,” and whose team was looking pretty dumb (and dumbfounded).


Team owner Henry was so shocked at being behind 0-3 that he went on the Internet to find the last team to dig its way out of such a chasm and win a series. The search didn’t take long; he quickly discovered it had never occurred in baseball and only the 1942 Maple Leafs and 1975 Islanders had done it in hockey.


Ever the optimist, Henry insisted it would happen in baseball someday, so why not in 2004?


A cynic might have told him even the Babe was probably chuckling at that one.


As for the Yankees, life couldn’t have been better, the prospects for title No. 27 very bright.


Jeter even believed the Boston fans were gaining a measure of high regard for his team.


“To be honest with you, you get them one-on-one, I think they respect us,” he said. “Obviously, they don’t pull for us, but I think they have respect for how we go about playing the game. If you get a group of them—that’s trouble.”


The only ones in trouble, it appeared, were the Yankees-haters.


Because of the rainout before Game 3, Torre could have sent Mussina out for the clincher on four days rest, but chose to give him another day off and turned to “El Duque,” Orlando Hernandez.


It was an easy decision; even if Hernandez had not pitched in 16 days because of a tired shoulder. El Duque was 8-2 after joining the team in midsummer, and was 9-3 in postseason games, including a win over Boston. And with Rivera not used in the third game, he would be well-rested for the clincher.


Without Schilling, the Red Sox turned to Derek Lowe, who wasn’t even a planned starter in the series, but got the ball after Tim Wakefield was used in the 19-8 debacle. Lowe was a 14-game winner who struggled mightily down the stretch of the season, but he won the clincher against the Angels.


For many Sox fans, avoiding a sweep was paramount. That’s about all they could hope for.


Not so the players, who insisted there was still hope.


“Anybody who says you are done isn’t a professional athlete,” Damon said, emphasizing professional. “There’s always a chance.”


Slim, after all, is a whole lot better than none.


Except for A-Rod, the Yankees didn’t have their power swings in gear in Game 4, but they weren’t exactly invisible at the plate. New York took a 2-0 lead in the third inning on Rodriguez’s second home run in two nights. The silence in Fenway was deafening.


But the Yanks would waste a variety of opportunities to add to the lead, stranding 14 runners. They let Boston hang around, and the Sox snatched up the chance to stay alive, using small ball: three walks, Orlando Cabrera’s RBI single, and Big Papi’s two-run single.


Still, the celebrations were relatively muted. The folks in the stands were like thousands of Wily Coyotes, well aware the anvil would drop on them before they could catch Roadrunner.


The Yankees took the lead in the sixth on Matsui’s triple and a few infield hits. The countdown had begun.


Soon, either the Yankees would pad their lead—perhaps with an explosion like the previous night. Or they would bring on Rivera to mow down what little hope and faith remained for the Bosox and their legions.


New York’s bats stayed silent, and Rivera was summoned in the eighth inning. Usually, he would save games with one inning of work after being set up by Gordon. But Gordon was struggling, and Torre believed Rivera could handle two innings—and hand the Yankees another pennant.


“I think it was a matter of Torre trusting Rivera so much,” said Mike Fitzpatrick, baseball writer for the Associated Press. “They’d been together so many years and Rivera came through in so many big spots for him. Torre was just thinking, ‘Let me just get the game to Rivera, get the ball to him as soon as I can.’ Rivera had plenty of postseason saves with more than one inning of work.”
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