BY STEVEN GOFF
WASHINGTON POST

HOUSTON — For two
days, while awaiting an op-
ponent in the Copa America
Centenario semifinals, the
U.S. national team went

about its
business as MEN'S
if the foe SOCCER
didn’t mat-

ter. The Americans were
fixed on fitness, on resettle-
ment in their ninth city over
four weeks and on attempt-
ing to get two suspensions
rescinded.

On Saturday night, as the
outcome of the Argentina-
Venezuela match came
clear, they began to pivot.

The world’s best soccer
player, Lionel Messi, and
the world’s top-ranked soc-
cer team, Argentina, would
be joining them in Houston
for Tuesday’s showdown at
NRG Stadium.

La Albiceleste secured
passage with a 4-1 victory in
Foxborough, Massachu-
setts, setting up the biggest
match for the Americans
since the 2014 World Cup
and the most glamorous
duel with a player since
Cristiano Ronaldo two years
ago in Brazil.

“We are not scared of
them at all,” U.S. Coach Jur-

gen Klinsmann said Sunday
before training at Houston
Sports Park. “We admire
their players. This is now a
special moment. I told the
players yesterday before we
started training, ‘This is a
once-in-a-lifetime opportu-
nity now.” You got into the
semifinal, you made your-
self proud, but now go for
more.”

The U.S. delegation
watched the Argentina
match at the team hotel, in
small groups and individu-
ally. Since defeating Ecua-
dor on Thursday in Seattle,
the Americans had a safe
hunch who they would face
next.

In his first start of the
tournament, Messi scored
once and assisted twice, and
Gonzalo Higuain pocketed
two early goals as Argentina
remained perfect through
four matches.

Trailing 2-0 late in the
first half, Venezuela squan-
dered a chance to make a
game of it by failing to con-
vert a penalty kick.

“There’s a stretch of the
beginning of the game where
Argentina came out very
sharp and into it,” U.S. cap-
tain Michael Bradley said.
“They get ahead, but at the
same time, Venezuela had
big chances to get back into
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Bobby Wood (left) of the United States reacts after receiv-
ing a yellow card during the June 17 game against Ecua-
dor. Wood is among three U.S. players who must sit out
Tuesday's Copa America semifinal against Argentina.

the game. On another day,
the whole thing can play out
a little differently.”

While acknowledging the
enormous challenge that
lies ahead, Bradley also
said, “We don’t want to
make this out to be a ‘Mis-
sion Impossible.” ¢

The Americans have
faced FIFA’s top team 12
times since the governing
body began the rankings in
1993. Three ended in victory:
Brazil in the 1998 CONCA-
CAF Gold Cup semifinals in
Los Angeles, Spain in the
2009 FIFA Confederations
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Cup semifinals in South Af-
rica and Germany in an
away friendly last year.

The Americans can draw
most from the Spain upset
because it was the most
meaningful competition and
featured an elite program at
almost full strength and in
peak form.

On that day, the Ameri-
cans confronted Xavi Her-
nandez, Xabi Alonso and
David Villa. On Tuesday,
they will face Messi, the
five-time world player of the
year; Higuain, a lethal scor-
er in Europe for eight years;
and Javier Mascherano,
Messi’s Barcelona team-
mate and the heart and soul
for club and country.

“He’s probably the best of
all time,” Bradley said of
Messi. “But there are still
plenty of examples of days
when teams can collectively
make the game hard on him
and make space tight and
force him to have to dribble
sideways in moments, to put
him on his right foot, to
eliminate certain things and
to have the mentality and
commitment to do it over
and over and over again for
90 minutes.”

The Americans took on
Messi once before, preventing
him from overrunning them
during a 1-1 friendly draw be-

fore almost 80,000 at the Mead-
owlands in March 2011.

In this Copa America,
Messi sat out the group
opener with a sore back and
played a combined 74 min-
utes in the next two match-
es, notching a 19-minute hat
trick against Panama, be-
fore going 90 against Vene-
zuela.

“We are ready to bite, to
fight, to chase them, to be all
over them,” Klinsmann
said. “If we repeat that and
add a couple more percent to
it, it’s going to be fun.

“We have to be on top of
our game defensively a “
that’s a no-brainer a “ but
we’ve done extremely well
in the whole competition de-
fensively.”

The Americans have yet to
concede a goal in the run of
play through four matches;
Argentina is among the best
in the world in the run of
play, mixing meticulous pos-
session and toxic finishing.

The goals against the
United States have come off
a corner kick, penalty kick
and free Kkick.

“We are 100 percent going
in with the belief that we
can play with them,” defend-
er Matt Besler said. “We’ll
see on Tuesday night. But
you can’t go into a game con-
ceding that belief already.”

ATLSANTIC
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Cleveland Cavaliers' LeBron James holds up the NBA
Championship trophy alongside teammates on Monday
after arriving in Cleveland, Ohio. Joining James are Kyrie
Irving (left) Kevin Love, J.R. Smith and Tristan Thompson.

20,000 fans greet
NBA champion
Cavs in Cleveland

THE SPORTS XCHANGE

The NBA champion
Cleveland Cavaliers are
back home, sparking a party
atmosphere after bringing
the first championship to
the city in over half a centu-
ry.
The Cavs made history
Sunday night, beating the
Golden State Warriors 93-89
in Game 7 after being down
3-1 in the series.

More than 20,000 fans
greeted the team at the IX
Center next to the Cleve-
land Hopkins International
Airport and when unani-
mous Finals MVP LeBron
James emerged from the
plane with the Larry
O’Brien  Championship
Trophy in hand, the crowd
went crazy.

James, wearing a T-shirt
emblazoned with the words
“Ultimate Warrior,” hoisted
up the trophy with both
hands.

“Cleveland!” James yelled
into the microphone as con-
fetti flew across the parking
lot.

James paraded the cham-
pionship trophy around the
perimeter of a fence that
separated the team charter
jet from the fans, who want-
ed a closer look at their su-
perstar.

The fans screamed as
James, Kevin Love, a shirt-
less J.R. Smith and Kyrie Ir-
ving made their way off the
plane with Queen’s “We are
the Champions” blaring
over the speakers.

James said after the game
that he couldn’t wait to get
back to Cleveland after his
27-point, 11-rebound, 11-as-
sist, three-block perfor-
mance at Oracle Arena in
Oakland, Calif.

“I'm coming home with
what I said I was going to
do,” James said Sunday
night at the postgame press
conference, flanked by his
three children on Father’s
Day. “I can’t wait to get off
that plane, hold that trophy
up and see all our fans at the
terminal.”

The celebration will con-
tinue with the team’s parade
in downtown Cleveland on
Wednesday.

The Cavs captured the
first major sports title in
Cleveland since Dec. 27,
1964, when Jim Brown led
the Browns over the Balti-
more Colts 27-0 in the NFL
championship game.

“The drought is over,”
Brown told ESPN’s The Un-
defeated Sunday night
from his home in Los Ange-
les. “I'm so proud of LeB-
ron. It was great to see that
kind of courage, dedication
and teamwork. And to be
led by LeBron James to a
historic championship for
a great city of fans who
have stayed loyal for all
these years is really won-
derful.”

The 80-year-old Brown
said he was always confi-
dent Cleveland would see
another title in his lifetime.

“I knew we’d see it again
because for it not to happen
fans would have to stop
going to games,” Brown
said. “And these fans are not
going to give up. If these
fans don’t give up, how can
the players give up? These
fans will remind you how
long it’s been since we won
it last, and LeBron rode that
wave and went to another
level. The level that he went
to was unprecedented. He
gave everything he had to
make this happen.”

Chiefs’ Berry wins Halas Award

THE SPORTS XCHANGE

Kansas City Chiefs safety
Eric Berry, who overcame a
diagnosis of Hodgkin’s Lym-
phoma in late 2014 to return
to the field
and have NFL
an All-NFL. NOTEBOOK
season in
2015, has been selected as
the 2016 George Halas
Award winner by the Profes-
sional Football Writers of
America.

Berry, the 47th Halas
Award winner, is the first
member of the Chiefs fran-
chise to receive the honor,
the PFWA announced Mon-
day.

Other 2016 nominees for
the Halas Award were New
Orleans Saints cornerback
Delvin Breaux, Carolina
Panthers special teams coor-
dinator Bruce DeHaven,
Buffalo Bills guard Richie
Incognito, Cincinnati Ben-
gals quarterback Carson
Palmer and New England
Patriots offensive lineman
Nate Solder.

Berry was involved in a
collision with an Oakland
Raiders player in a Nov. 20,
2014 game and noticed chest
pain in the aftermath. Four
days later, a cancerous mass
was found inside his chest,
and Berry was diagnosed
with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma.

Berry went through six
rounds of chemotherapy
treatment from Dec. 10, 2014
until May 13, 2015. Berry
was declared cancer-free
June 22, and he was on the
field for the first training
camp practice July 29.

The 27-year-old Berry re-
turned to the Kansas City
starting lineup in Week 2. He
played in all 16 games (15
starts), was third on the team
in tackles with 61 (55 solo)
and had a pair of intercep-
tions. He was voted to the 2015
PFWA All-NFL and All-AFC
teams, earned a Pro Bowl
berth and he was selected as
the PFWA’s 2015 Comeback
Player of the Year.

The Chiefs used the fran-
chise tag to retain Berry for
this season.

Colts to induct Polian

The Indianapolis Colts
will induct Pro Football Hall
of Famer and former gener-
al manager Bill Polian into
the team’s Ring of Honor.

The ceremony will take
place during halftime of the
Colts’ Week 17 game against
the Jacksonville Jaguars on
Sunday, Jan. 1, 2017.

Polian, who later had the
title of president/vice chair-
man, spent 14 of his 32 NFL
seasons with the Colts from
1998-2011. During his time in
Indianapolis, the Colts won
eight division champion-
ships, two conference cham-
pionships and reached the
Super Bowl twice.

Romo, Bryant to work out
together

Dallas Cowboys quarter-
back Tony Romo and wide
receiver Dez Bryant plan to
work out together before the
start of training camp in late
July.

They only played in three
games together last season
as both players dealt with

injuries that helped sink the
Cowboys to a 4-12 record.

Bryant was held out of
team drills and most indi-
vidual drills throughout the
offseason program as he
works his way back from
foot surgery in January.

Bryant and the Cowboys
have been cautious after he
missed seven games in 2015
with a fractured foot. He said
there will be plenty of time to
get back on track with Romo
as they work out together
over the next six weeks.

49ers sign RB Gaskins

The San Francisco 49ers
announced the signing of
running back Kendall Gas-
kins to a two-year deal.

Gaskins originally was
signed to the 49ers practice
squad on Sept. 1, 2014, where
he spent the remainder of
the season.

Gaskins was promoted to
the active roster on Oct. 31,
and appeared in nine games,
registering 16 carries for 38
yards while adding eight re-
ceptions for 69 yards.

Red Sox
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ninth, Melky Cabrera legged
out an infield hit and took
second on Vazquez’s second
passed ball of the game. Todd
Frazier walked, but Wright
struck out Brett Lawrie (on a
68 mph knuckler) and got
Avila to bounce out.

Wright pitched around two
errors — one of them his own on
an attempted pickoff at second
base — in the first inning before
allowing a run in the second.

Wright gave up only an un-
earned run through nine in-
nings, lowering his American
League-leading ERA to 2.01.
The knuckleballer has allowed
seven earned runs in his last
six starts (five wins), none in
three of his last four starts.

Lawrie led off the inning
with a double and took third
on a flyout. Vazquez failed to
hold a knuckleball and the
run scored.

Gonzalez retired the first
seven hitters before permit-
ting back-to-back singles in
the third. A diving play to his
left by Frazier at third result-
ed in a force at second and
Gonzalez then got Xander Bo-
gaerts to pop out.

NOTES: Boston LF Rusney
Castillo cleared waivers and

was outrighted to Triple-A
Pawtucket, where the Red
Sox hope he can find his miss-
ing offensive game. ... Boston
LF Brock Holt (concussion)
began a rehab in Triple-A on
Monday and is expected to be
there throughout the week. ...
RHP James Shields, who

starts for the White Sox in
Boston on Thursday, is 0-2
with a 21.81 ERA in his two
starts with his new team. Gen-
eral manager Rick Hahn says
things need to be worked out
soon, but said, “We believe
(the problems are) more me-
chanics ... than the unprece-
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Chicago White Sox first baseman Jose Abreu is congratulated by third baseman Todd
Frazier after the Chicago White Sox defeated the Boston Red Sox 3-1 at Fenway Park on
Monday night.

dented evaporation of talent
in a premier starter.” ... Red
Sox RHP Clay Buchholz, sent
to the bullpen with a 6.35 ERA
in May, returns to the rota-
tion after five relief outings
when he faces Chicago ace
Chris Sale in the second game
of the series on Tuesday night.

Bangor wins American Legion Zone 1 opener

BANGOR — Peter Kem-
ble, Brian Pierce and Jesse
Colford combined to limit
Skowhegan
to one run LEGION
on Monday BASEBALL
to lead Ban-
gor’s Coffee News to a 4-1
Zone 1 Senior American Le-
gion victory at Mansfield
Stadium.

Kemble earned the win as
he went the first five innings
and struck out eight while
giving up one run. Pierce

pitched 3 2/3 innings of score-
less relief with four strike-
outs and Colford got an out on
one pitch to earn the save.
Kyle Stevenson went
3-for-4 with an RBI and Kem-
ble pitched in with two hits
and an RBI. Andrew Hillier,
Brian Pierce and Ryan
Brookings added singles.
For Skowhegan, Evan
Holzworth singled twice
while Cody Lawyerson
added an RBI single. Nate
Ames, Chase Malloy and

Devon Watt added singles.

Chase Malloy and Ryan
Emery combined to allow
eight hits.

Skowhegan 000 010 000
—162

Coffee News 003 000 10x
—481

Kemble, Pierce (6), Col-
ford (9) and Fournier, Hus-
ton (6); Malloy, Emery(7)
and Emery, Malloy (7)

R.H. Foster 14, Motor City 4
At Hampden, Zach Nash

drove in three runs with two
singles and Andrew Gen-
dreau pitched seven innings
to carry host R.H. Foster to a
Zone 1 Senior American Le-
gion Baseball win.

Troy Reynolds struck out
six in two innings of relief
for R.H. Foster, which re-
ceived three hits from Tyler
Beaton and a solo home run
from Casey Sudbeck.

Ethan Stoddard and Nate
DiSisto each had a double
among Motor City’s eight hits.



