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Roberta Vinci Stuns Serena Williams to Stop Her Grand Slam Dreams, September 11, 2015, National Tennis Center

Serena Williams, arguably the greatest women’s tennis player ever, was yet again closing in on history.

Williams had finished 2014 by winning the U.S. Open and the WTA Finals. She started 2015 by winning the Australian Open. En route to winning the Miami Open, she won her 700th singles match, putting her in elite company with only Roger Federer and Rafael Nadal. Soon Williams accomplished something neither man had, capturing four straight majors with triumphs at Roland Garros and then Wimbledon. During the French Open, she also became the first Open-era woman to win 50 matches at each of the four Slams; by winning Wimbledon, she became the oldest Open-era woman to win a major and the first player to win four consecutive Slams twice—she also achieved the feat in 2002–2003.

Only one task remained: win the Grand Slam, capturing all four majors in a calendar year. Only Martina Navratilova and Steffi Graf, Williams’s two challengers for the greatest tennis player of all time, had won an Open-era Grand Slam. Winning in Queens would also tie Williams with Graf for most majors in the Open era.

The powerful, intimidating Williams seemed impervious to outside pressures. But she was also acutely aware of her place in tennis history, and while she was loathe to admit it publicly, the Grand Slam was on her mind. In 2014, without the same stakes, she won seven matches at the U.S. Open without losing more than four games in any set. This year was tenser. In the second round, she required a tiebreaker in the first set against qualifier Kiki Bertens; next she dropped the first set against wild-card Bethanie Mattek-Sands, then eked out a 7–5 second set before taking control in the third set. She also dropped a set against her sister Venus in their quarterfinal match.

Still, it was difficult, if not impossible, to see how Williams could be stopped. Her semifinal match was against Roberta Vinci—the slight Italian doubles specialist was ranked 43rd in singles. She reached her first Slam semis in part through the good fortune of not having to play any seeded players. She had lost all four of her previous matches to Williams. Bookmakers placed the odds at 300–1. Afterward, Vinci confessed that she didn’t believe she could win either.
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Williams was expected to win, then finish her quest against second-seed Simona Halep, who Williams had beaten in six of their seven matches. On the off-chance that another unlikely Italian semifinalist, 26th-seed Flavia Pennetta, would surprise Halep, well, Williams had won all seven of those showdowns. (Pennetta did indeed shock Halep, 6–1, 6–3, just before the main event.)

Maybe after 33 straight wins at Grand Slam matches, the presumption of victory got to Williams. Maybe it was plain old-fashioned nerves, getting so close to a long-desired goal. Certainly, Vinci deserves plenty of credit for what was to follow: Smiling all the way, she stuck to her game plan of pestering Williams with defensive slices and offensive attacks of the net, where the longtime top-ranked doubles player won 18 of 25 points. She remained steady even as pressure on her mounted.

The first set seemed predictable. Despite body language that suggested lethargy, Williams did what she does best: She overpowered Vinci, 6–2, in a little more than a half-hour. She pounded 16 winners and made only eight unforced errors. That ratio changed dramatically the closer Williams got to the finish line: In the last two sets, Williams hit 34 winners but had 32 unforced errors. Vinci, by contrast, had only 20 errors the entire match.

Williams’s footwork stagnated. Vinci’s low slices required Williams to move well to generate her own pace; Williams kept hitting hard, but she was often off-balance, leading to bad misses. Williams also played tight on both her serve and Vinci’s. In their previous match, Williams had pounded weak second serves, winning 60 percent of those points, while capturing 54 percent on her second serves. In the semis, Williams won just 49 percent on Vinci’s second serves and 45 percent of her own second serves.

Vinci could see Williams battling her nerves and kept pressuring her to make one more shot, one more shot again. When Williams missed a backhand to give Vinci the second set, 6–4, she smashed her racket in frustration, earning a code violation that she barely seemed to notice. Still, Williams was 18–1 in 2015, in three-set matches, and was the superior talent. When she broke Vinci to go up 2–0 in the final set, it seemed normalcy had returned. It had not.

Instead of consolidating the break, Williams choked, double faulting to lose the game. With the score tied at 3–3, Vinci played the quintessential point: She battled for 18 shots, sliced a backhand, charged the net, and turned Serena’s running power backhand into a forehand drop volley to bring the game to deuce. Afterward, she put her hand to her ear and asked the crowd for some love. “What about me?” she said.

Williams stood silently catching her breath. Williams had two double faults that game as Vinci broke for a 4–3 lead.

Vinci kept telling herself to keep the ball in play and run down everything. Soon enough, she was serving for the match at 5–4. On the first point, Williams missed a second serve. On the next, Vinci volleyed a winner. Down 30–0, Williams played the aggressor but dumped a backhand volley into the net. At triple match point, it was again Vinci surviving a second serve and coming in to the net; Williams hit a good shot at Vinci’s feet, but the challenger was, once more, up to the task. She flicked a forehand half volley winner that Williams couldn’t touch. After exactly two hours, the match was over. Vinci had won, and Williams had lost.

Williams would later deny that she felt pressure, but her coach, Patrick Mouratoglou, said she had “lost her way mentally,” and Navratilova, who twice won three majors in a year, said, “She lost to the Grand Slam more than anything else. But still, Vinci had to finish it off.”

On the court, the moment belonged to the victor, who joyously told the crowd, “I’m sorry for the American people, for Serena, for the Grand Slam. But today’s my day. Sorry guys.”

The next day, Vinci would lose the first all-Italian final to Pennetta, but this was the match everyone would remember. Vinci’s win earned a spot on a shortlist of major upsets, just behind the Jets’ Super Bowl win, the Mets’ 1969 World Series, the Giants toppling the undefeated Patriots, and, on a national scale, Buster Douglas flooring Mike Tyson, Leon Spinks dethroning Muhammad Ali, Villanova winning the NCAA Men’s Basketball Tournament against Georgetown, and, of course, the U.S. Olympic hockey victory over the Soviet Union in 1980.

In tennis, the only two matches that come close are Robin Soderling beating Nadal at the French Open and Juan Martin del Potro beating Federer in the U.S. Open Finals. In women’s tennis, however, Vinci’s 2–6, 6–4, 6–4 semifinal win against Serena Williams goes down as the greatest tennis upset of all time.
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Wilmer Flores Becomes a New York Folk Hero, July 31, 2015, Citi Field

Sometimes even Met fans get lucky. On July 31, 2015, a 12th-inning home run against their divisional rivals by the most unlikely of heroes made the Mets into a team of destiny, giving them momentum they would ride all the way to the World Series.

Just days earlier, it had been difficult for most fans to believe their future held any such glory. It wasn’t that a 13–3 start vanished into a struggle for .500 as the season approached the 100-game mark. It wasn’t just that the face of the franchise, captain David Wright, had been diagnosed with spinal stenosis. Or that they lost closer Jenrry Mejia to a PED suspension. Or that their starting lineup, which often featured such players as Eric Campbell, John Mayberry Jr., Johnny Monell, and Darrell Ceciliani, was enough to make you yearn for the days of Bruce Boisclair and Joel Youngblood. The problem, by that point, was just how long things had been that bad.

It wasn’t only that it had been almost three decades since the last World Series crown, it was that almost nothing had gone right since Endy Chavez’s miracle catch in the sixth inning of Game 7 of the 2006 NLCS against St. Louis. Moments later, the Mets loaded the bases with one out but failed to score. Cue Yadier Molina’s ninth-inning, two-run homer and Adam Wainwright’s two-strike curveball to Carlos Beltran and the strongest Mets squad in a generation was done. Then came the late-season collapse of 2007, in which the Mets blew a seven-game lead with 17 to play, with Tom Glavine’s miserable finale a fitting turd on top, followed by another implosion in 2008, with the team dropping six of the final nine, blowing the last game on the final day at Shea Stadium.

Sadly, those became the good old days, as the Wilpon family became embroiled in the Bernie Madoff scandal—Fred Wilpon and partner Saul Katz had for years profited handsomely from Madoff’s Ponzi manipulations and turned a blind eye to what was going on, before losing hundreds of millions when the fraud was exposed. The owners were almost forced to sell the team—which most fans would have preferred—but while MLB had pushed out Los Angeles Dodgers owner Frank McCourt for less egregious problems, the commissioner of MLB, Bud Selig, protected his good friend Fred Wilpon. So the Mets moved into Citi Field and began losing and losing—six straight seasons below .500.

Not everything was driven by financial mismanagement, debt problems, and unwillingness or inability to invest in the team; Jeff Wilpon’s constant meddling earned blame, as did the team’s propensity to mishandle players—the disparaging comments about Carlos Beltran and anonymous slams of Justin Turner before he was allowed to leave for stardom in Los Angeles. Free agent signings (Jason Bay, Michael Cuddyer) went south, while every injury seemed to be mishandled (most notably Ryan Church and Bay’s concussions). The Mets lost more wins above replacement and had a higher percentage of their payroll on the disabled list between 2010 and 2016, than any other team, except for the Texas Rangers. Even the highlights had dark undertones: Johan Santana destroyed his arm pitching the first no-hitter in Mets history; Jose Reyes won a batting title and failed to receive a serious offer in free agency.

This was the essence of modern Metsness—don’t get your hopes up because things would go wrong, often spectacularly and frequently in unimaginable ways. So forgive Met fans who knew that 2015—despite a talented young staff headed by Matt Harvey, Jacob DeGrom, Noah Syndergaard, and Steven Matz—was heading down the same old drain. It was safe to presume that any move the Mets made would be insignificant or make things worse.

As the Mets spiraled downward—last in the major leagues in runs scored and batting average—general manager Sandy Alderson disparaged the local media as “citizens of Panic City.” It was clever but inaccurate—there was no longer enough hope to warrant panic. As if to prove the point, Alderson nibbled around the edges, adding Kelly Johnson, Juan Uribe, and Addison Reed as the trade deadline approached—useful complementary pieces for a contender, which the Mets would not be without the addition of a major bat.

Then came July 29, one of the stranger days in Mets history, which makes it pretty unusual indeed. Alderson made a deal to trade Wilmer Flores and Zach Wheeler to Milwaukee for Carlos Gomez. Fortunately for New York, it soon became the trade that wasn’t.

Gomez had been shipped by the Mets to Minnesota after the 2007 season as part of the package that brought Santana to New York. In 2013 and 2014, Gomez had finally fulfilled his potential, hitting for power, stealing bases, and finally raising his batting average and on-base percentage to decent levels (despite striking out more than 140 times each year). Gomez would provide offensive help while Wheeler was out for Tommy John surgery, and Flores was a poor fielder lacking the overall firepower Gomez potentially offered. But Gomez was reverting to form, with his on-base percentage dropping sharply. And Mets fans liked Flores: He had been in the Mets organization since age 16 and was an RBI machine in the minors (145 RBI in 644 at-bats in the previous two years). Even if Flores and Wheeler were not the next Amos Otis and Nolan Ryan, there was a sense that Gomez was not the next Keith Hernandez and more likely the next Jim Fregosi (or George Foster, Carlos Baerga, Roberto Alomar, Mo Vaughn, or Jason Bay, to name just a few big bats that whiffed in Queens).

The Brewers thought they had a deal and told Gomez. Teammate Martin Maldonado tweeted a farewell, and reporters broke the “news” on social media. Fans at Citi Field began buzzing, but Flores remained in the game, despite baseball’s tradition of pulling a traded player to ensure he didn’t get hurt. When Flores batted in the bottom of the seventh, the fans gave him a huge ovation. He soon learned why, and when he took the field for the eighth inning, he was emotional, crying quietly. Exposing a vulnerable young player in a difficult situation—classic Metsness. But this one was not the Mets’ fault. Flores had not been traded, and everyone had jumped the gun; Gomez’s MRI exams reportedly had the team worried, and the deal never went through. The Mets, meanwhile, got three homers from Lucas Duda but lost the game.

The next day brought its unique twist on Metsness: As the front office continued seeking deals (Jay Bruce from the Reds? Justin Upton from the Padres?), Flores sat out on a rainy night. New York built a 7–1 lead over San Diego after six. Hansel Robles yielded a grand slam to Derek Norris, making it 7–5. In the ninth with two outs and closer Jeurys Familia ahead, 0–1, on Norris, the umpires suddenly decided the downpour was too much and halted play. After a delay, Norris blooped a single, Matt Kemp singled, and Upton, of course, homered, propelling the Padres to an 8–7 lead. The Mets had found a new way to lose.

Friday, July 29, was the trade deadline and the beginning of a three-game series with first-place Washington. It was do or die for the Mets—they were three games out of first and a bad weekend could bury them yet again. But this was the day that would, instead, transform the team, bringing the Mets back to the World Series for just the fourth time in history and the first time in 15 years.

Three hours before the first pitch against Washington, Alderson pulled off the best deal in terms of immediate impact since the Mike Piazza trade. Moments before the deadline, he tossed two prospects to Detroit for Cuban-born slugger Yoenis Cespedes. It was initially questionable whether Cespedes was a better fit than Gomez since he too provided power but with a low on-base percentage. But Cespedes would quickly quiet critics by carrying the Mets, often single-handedly, to the playoffs. In a 39-game stretch soon after he arrived, he hit .315, with 17 homers and 42 RBI, and New York posted a 28–11 record. (Gomez was sent to Houston, where he hit .244, with four homers through year’s end, while Upton batted .250, with eight homers.)

News of the trade gave the Mets an emotional lift, but Cespedes wasn’t there for the first game of the weekend so the team would need to find another source of offense. That source would be non-Brewer Wilmer Flores.

In the first inning, Flores made a diving stop on Yunel Escobar’s ground ball to earn a huge ovation from the home crowd. The fans gave him a standing ovation for each at-bat, but in the fourth, Flores earned a second rousing round of cheers with an RBI single for a 1–0 lead. It was the only run they’d score in nine innings.

It almost stood the entire game: Matt Harvey looked like his preinjury Dark Knight, striking out nine in 7 2/3 innings. But with two outs in the eighth, he hit Clint Robinson in the foot with a pitch, then yielded two singles to tie the game. Newly acquired Tyler Clippard relieved and engaged in a 13-pitch battle with Yoenis Cespedes before fanning him to escape the inning.

The Mets offense remained punchless as the game rolled on into the 10th—and the 11th. The highlight of the 11th came when Bryce Harper lost his cool, shrieking at the home plate umpire after being called out on strikes; the umpire tossed Harper, to the delight of New York fans.

Flores led off the bottom of the 12th. Again, the fans cheered his mere presence. On a 1–1 pitch, Felipe Rivero tried to bust Flores inside with a fastball, his supposed weakness. But Flores turned on the pitch and smacked it over the fence in left-center field. The Mets had won the game with one swing of the bat, by a player who wasn’t even supposed to be there. The Mets ran out to greet Flores at home plate. Just before he arrived, the gleeful Flores tossed his helmet aside, pounded his chest twice in celebration, and plunged into the embrace of his teammates.

The Mets were reborn. They won the next night, then finished the sweep on Sunday, ascending to a first-place tie. They had won seven straight, going from 52–50 and three games out to 59–50 and 2½ games in front. It wasn’t all Flores, of course. It was Cespedes and rookie Michael Conforto and the pitching, and Daniel Murphy, who would briefly become Babe Ruth in the playoffs: In nine games against Los Angeles and Chicago, Murphy batted .421 and swatted seven homers.

The Mets lost the World Series to Kansas City, but still this was the only time throughout the decade that either New York team reached the Fall Classic. And after six losing seasons on the heels of two horrific collapses, 2015 was a season to savor. The magic was back (albeit briefly), and it all turned on the trade that didn’t happen, the trade that did, and the extra-inning home run that kick-started the offense.
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American Pharoah Ends the Triple Crown Wait, June 6, 2015, Belmont Park

In 1978, Affirmed won the Triple Crown, making it the first time this feat had been achieved in consecutive years. The next year, it almost happened again: Spectacular Bid won the Kentucky Derby and the Preakness Stakes, before falling to third at the Belmont Stakes. Still, the racing world didn’t think it meant anything, especially when Pleasant Colony, Alysheba, and Sunday Silence won the first two legs in the next decade. But the drought stretched on … and on … and on. Real Quiet lost at Belmont Park by a nose in 1998, and in the next six years, four more horses fell short at the Belmont.

Racing’s popularity had declined for a variety of reasons since the 1970s, and trainers, owners, and others grumbled that the Triple Crown was broken—too many owners skipped one or both of the first two races, pushing a fresh horse out to win the Belmont. This made the Triple Crown all but impossible and the Belmont an anticlimax. By 2014, six of the previous eight winners hadn’t bothered competing in the Kentucky Derby or the Preakness.

But in 2015, American Pharoah finally changed the narrative. His race wasn’t a thriller like the Affirmed–Alydar showdown, nor was it historic like Secretariat’s record-setting coronation. But after 37 years without a Triple Crown, no one minded the lack of suspense.

The Kentucky Derby had been packed with 18 horses, but American Pharoah, the top two-year-old in 2014, headed off as the favorite. He won by a length, but he had been less than his best, pushed hard by some tough horses running an aggressive race. As the favorite again at the Preakness, he started in the number-one post position, a spot that hadn’t produced a winner in more than two decades. Then the skies opened and a strong rain soaked the course for the first time in more than 30 years. But American Pharoah was the only horse to have run on such a sloppy track before, and he cruised to a seven-length victory. Trainer Bob Baffert brought the horse back to Kentucky to work out at Churchill Downs, instead of practicing at Belmont Park. Some were skeptical of his staying away, but it had worked for Affirmed, with the idea being that a relaxed horse is a winning horse.

The Belmont field featured eight horses, including five who passed on the Preakness and one who sat out both the Derby and the Preakness. In other words, while American Pharoah was both the betting and the fan favorite, he was facing fresher legs in the Triple Crown’s longest race.

American Pharoah seized an early lead, and nothing else mattered. No one could mount a serious threat, and jockey Victor Espinoza built American Pharoah’s lead larger and larger. He ran the final quarter-mile in 24.32 seconds, bettering Secretariat’s 25 seconds. This race wasn’t much of a race, but for race fans it was a hell of a celebration.

When American Pharoah finally bolted across the line in 2:26.65, 5½ lengths ahead, he was faster than every Triple Crown winner but Secretariat.

While the crowd was ecstatic, the win meant even more to Baffert and Espinoza. Baffert had won the first two legs in 1997, 1998, and 2002, but he fell short at Belmont; Espinoza had ridden for Baffert in 2002, and then in 2014, on California Chrome, who finished fourth in his Triple Crown chance. Now the Mexican-born jockey had become the first Latino racer to win the Triple Crown. At age 43, he was also the oldest, although, ironically, that label would be claimed just three years later when Justify captured the crown with 52-year-old Mike Smith aboard. Justify’s trainer was Baffert, who became just the second trainer in history to win two Triple Crowns.

American Pharoah would make further history in 2015, becoming the first horse to capture the Breeders’ Cup Classic after having won the Triple Crown, giving him racing’s sole Grand Slam. But that historic win remains a footnote to most fans, who most cherish his performance in winning the first Triple Crown at Belmont Park in almost four decades.
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The Rangers Finally Topple the Penguins in Seven, en Route to the Finals, May 13, 2014, Consol Energy Center, Pittsburgh

New York Rangers fans waited 54 years for a championship after 1940. Immediately after that glorious 1994 triumph, the team reached the conference semifinals twice and the conference finals. Then darkness returned, as the Rangers failed for seven straight years to reach the postseason. The team was not a threat again until 2011–2012, when they won 51 games and reached the Conference Finals. By the spring of 2014, it had been two full decades since the team had reached the Stanley Cup Finals, almost matching the worst drought in team history, a 22-year spell that ended in 1972.

The team entered the 2014 playoffs having finished fifth in their conference and second in their division, behind the Pittsburgh Penguins and superstar Sidney Crosby. New York’s offense was mediocre, but the defense, led by Henrik Lundqvist in goal, was supremely stingy, allowing the second fewest goals in the conference.

The Rangers needed seven games to beat Philadelphia in the opening round, meaning that in the next round against favored Pittsburgh, they would become the first team in a quarter-century forced to play five playoff games in a seven-day span.

Riding high, the Rangers opened with a 3–2 overtime win in Game 1. Then the schedule and New York’s offensive shortcomings caught up with them: You can’t win if you don’t score, and the sluggish squad did not score for the next seven periods, getting shut out in two straight losses before falling, 4–2, in Game 4 at Madison Square Garden.

Down 3–1 in games, the reeling Rangers seemed doomed; never before had they recovered from such a deficit. Less than 24 hours before Game 5, Martin St. Louis’s mother died. St. Louis had arrived via trade with Tampa Bay just months earlier, and the 38-year-old had contributed two goals and six assists in the first 11 playoff games for this scoring-starved team. St. Louis went home to Montreal, but after talking it over with his father, the veteran returned for Game 5. His devotion seemed to stir the team, which finally broke loose, capitalizing on power play opportunities to skate off with a 5–1 win.

Less than four minutes into Game 6, St. Louis scored the game’s first goal, sparking the team to a 3–1 win that evened the series. The Penguins, despite their scoring prowess, had faltered repeatedly in the playoffs, and going home for Game 7 ramped up the pressure. The Rangers, meanwhile, had won four straight Game 7s, thanks in large part to Lundqvist, whose save percentage in those games was .963. He would outdo himself against Pittsburgh.

The Penguins outshot the Rangers in the first period, 10–7, but Lundqvist ensured the Penguins came up empty. The Rangers scored on a goal by Brian Boyle, who had been struggling during the series. The Penguins did slip in one of their 13 shots in the second period, but the Rangers countered that on another power play, again with St. Louis central to the action. He lured Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury toward him, then backhanded a no-luck pass to his left for Brad Richards, who had a suddenly open net. That was all the offense the Rangers would get—they’d muster just seven shots in the final period—but it was all Lundqvist would need. He stopped 35 of 36 shots in total. At one point in the third period, the goalie turned away three shots in a row, with the third coming on a goal-mouth shot by Paul Martin that deflected off a lost stick lying in front of him after Lundqvist had lost his own stick on the first two saves during a desperate scramble. He headed the fluttering shot away with his mask.

Inspired by their stunning comeback, the Rangers carried their momentum into the next round, routing Montreal, 7–2, in Game 1—St. Louis scored the first goal—en route to a series win that culminated with Lundqvist shutting out the Canadiens. The Rangers came up short against Los Angeles in the Stanley Cup Finals, but being one of the final two teams standing for the first time in 20 years made it a season worth celebrating.
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The Patriots Are Again the Favorites, but the Giants Are Again the Champions, February 5, 2012, Lucas Oil Stadium, Indianapolis

One week before Super Bowl XLVI, Rodney Harrison said on television that he trusted Eli Manning more than Tom Brady in the fourth quarter. It may have sounded crazy, but Harrison had been on the wrong end of Manning’s magic four years earlier when he could not pry the ball loose from David Tyree’s helmet as the Giants stunned the undefeated Patriots in Super Bowl XLII.

Manning played with that same confidence in the biggest moments of this Super Bowl rematch. With 3:46 left in the fourth quarter, the Giants again trailed the Patriots, 17–15, and they were pinned back at their own 12-yard line. His favorite targets, Victor Cruz and Hakeem Nicks, were on the right—Patriots coach Bill Belichick had urged his defense to focus on those two men. On the left was Mario Manningham. While Cruz and Nicks had combined for 35 catches in the first three playoff games, Manningham had only grabbed eight. But Manning knew he could trust Manningham in pressure situations—he was the only one of the three to catch a fourth-quarter touchdown pass in each of those games.

Manning saw the Patriots in a Cover Two defense and knew their safeties stayed further from the sideline in those situations. The Giants had just three receivers going downfield to maximize protection. With both Cruz and Nicks covered, the quarterback took his chances with Manningham running a deep go route up the sideline. He had misfired twice on deep passes to Manningham in the game, but with the championship on the line Manning played his best. When Manningham got past cornerback Sterling Moore, safety Patrick Chung was just a tiny bit too far away to shut him down—if Manning could get the ball in the right spot.

The quarterback let fly with a perfect pass, right into his receiver’s hands; Manningham was then hit by both defenders but kept his feet in bounds before going down. Manning had done it again, and the Giants were on their way.

Afterward, in Sports Illustrated, Peter King marveled, “How did Manning make that throw? Why make that throw? … I ask you: What quarterback alive do you want with the ball in his hands in the last two minutes of a big game?”

Fans, radio hosts, and writers had sneered before the 2011 season, when Eli Manning responded to a question that he was an “elite” NFL quarterback. Sure, he’d won a Super Bowl, but his stats could not match Tom Brady, Aaron Rodgers, Drew Brees, Ben Roethlisberger, or his brother Peyton.

Manning lost two favorite pass catchers—Steve Smith and Kevin Boss—to free agency and was stuck with the worst running offense in the league. Yet, one year after leading the league with 25 interceptions, he backed up his claim by throwing for 4,933 yards and set an NFL record with 15 fourth-quarter touchdown passes, which paced the Giants to six late comeback wins. (He threw only 16 interceptions.) The Giants stumbled midseason but won their final two games to reach the wild card at 9–7. The team scored 394 points but yielded 400—and no team had ever reached the Super Bowl with a negative point differential.

The erratic play vanished in the playoffs. The Giants were an experienced team that knew how to win on the road, and they blew out Atlanta and Green Bay, and then outlasted and upset San Francisco in overtime to reach the Super Bowl.

The game started as if a fourth-quarter comeback would be an unneeded luxury. In this matchup of potent offenses, the game began with a defensive blow. On New England’s first play from scrimmage, Brady looked fearful, throwing the ball away downfield just before getting nailed by Justin Tuck. With no receivers in the vicinity of the ball it was intentional grounding, but because Brady’s panic move came in his own end zone it was a safety. The Giants led, 2–0, and got the ball.

Manning set a Super Bowl record by starting the game with nine straight connections. He led a 78-yard drive, finishing with a nifty touchdown pass to Cruz, sliding between a cornerback and a linebacker with just barely enough room for the football to find him.

But the Patriots got their act together in the second quarter. Brady outdid Manning by completing 10 straight passes to send New England into halftime up 10–9. The Giants had trailed at halftime of their previous four Super Bowls and won three, so there was no panic, even after Brady fired six more completions in a row to start the second half on a drive that gave New England a 17–9 lead.

The Giants responded with a field goal to pull within five, and then the Giants defense, which had been on its heels while Brady dumped passes in front of them, regained its footing. On the final three drives of the game, Brady was just 7-for-17 for 75 yards. First came a three-and-out, in which Tuck sacked him on 3rd and 8. Another field goal brought the Giants within two.

Brady started the fourth quarter by trying out his Eli Manning impression. He started out with the ideal Eli, ducking and escaping from two would-be sackers and then coming up to fire deep downfield, a la Manning in the 2008 Super Bowl, but he finished up looking like 2010 regular-season Eli, throwing deep on a first down into traffic, where Chase Blackburn outjumped Rob Gronkowski and intercepted the pass.

The Giants drive fell short, and again Brady was looking to finish them off. He had Wes Welker open deep downfield, but he pushed, or aimed the pass, sending it behind his receiver. The open Welker had to turn back and try for a spinning off-balance catch. He’d often made that play but failed this time. The Giants got the ball back deep in their own territory with time running out.

The Giants had run their two-minute drills before the Super Bowl by pitting the offense against the starting defense, instead of the second unit, which is what most teams did. Obviously, the defense was not allowed to hit Manning, but Peter King later reported that they were otherwise going hard and Manning had coolly taken his squad 75 yards in just six plays.

In the Super Bowl, Manning made his big play, but Patriots coach Bill Belichick gave the Giants an extra gift by challenging the call that Manningham had stayed in bounds. When he lost, the Patriots forfeited a time-out. They would soon regret that.

Manning tried Manningham deep again but failed. Yet, he connected on his next three passes, two to Manningham and one to Nicks, moving the ball 32 yards to New England’s 18. The Giants were in field goal range with a chance to run down the clock and win it. Two runs by Ahmad Bradshaw sandwiched between another completion to Nicks, and the Giants had 1st and goal on the seven with 1:09 left. New England burned its second time-out, but they used this more wisely, discussing a strategy to maximize the remaining time.

When Manning handed to Bradshaw on the next play, the Patriots stepped aside to give the running back all the room he could possibly want. Bradshaw was running so hard, so fast that even when he heard Manning call for him to stop, his momentum was unbreakable—he tried to sit down on the one but fell backward into the end zone for an accidental touchdown.

The Patriots, having realized that they’d rather have a minute to try for
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