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Hawks' Horford at center of Spurs' downfall

By Mike Monroe- Express-News

ATLANTA — Hell Week began for the Spurs on Sunday night with an extended stay in purgatory.

In the first of five games against elite NBA opponents over eight days, the Spurs fell to the Atlanta Hawks 119-

114 in an overtime game at Philips Arena that pushed key players to their limits.

With an important contest tonight in Oklahoma City, against a Western Conference team the Spurs are trying to

catch before season's end, four starters played more than 40 minutes, with nothing to show for an extraordinary

effort in the longest game of the season, a two-hour and 52-minute marathon.

Satan himself could not have devised a punishment more cruel.

“Great game, tough loss,” said Spurs coach Gregg Popovich. “Both teams competed hard. It was a good one,

both ways.”

Atlanta center Al Horford, stung hard in January when Tim Duncan grabbed 27 rebounds in the Spurs' 105-90

victory at the AT&T Center, made the biggest plays Sunday, in regulation time and the overtime session.

Horford's tip-in of Jamal Crawford's errant floater tied the score at 105-105 to set the stage for overtime.

With the Hawks holding a 113-111 lead with 39 seconds left in the extra session, and the shot clock nearing

expiration, Horford took a pass from Joe Johnson, double-teamed in the corner, and launched in a 15-foot

jumper that circled the rim before falling in with 35.9 seconds remaining.

The Spurs didn't score again until Manu Ginobili nailed a 3-pointer with 6.4 seconds remaining, running his point

total to 38, matching his season high. By then, the Hawks had run their lead to six points, and there would be no

miracle finish.

“Heartbreaking,” Ginobili said. “We know we have a really tough stretch this week. We made a huge effort to

stay in the game and have the opportunity to win it, but we couldn't finish it.

“Now we've got a game tomorrow in Oklahoma City against a team we are fighting for playoff spot. We are

going to be a bit tired, and there's not an excuse, but it's tough not to get a win like this when we had a great

opportunity.”
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It was the first victory over the Spurs in the last four seasons for the Hawks, 45-24 and fourth in the Eastern

Conference. The Spurs had won seven straight against them and were well positioned to make it eight in the final

83 seconds of regulation.

Ahead 105-101 after a pair of Ginobili free throws with 1:23 left, the Spurs didn't score again in the fourth

quarter.

“We didn't execute down the stretch and turned the ball over,” Popovich said. “They did, and we turned it over.”

The Spurs' best chance at a win in regulation ended when Horford got a hand on a right-handed lay-in that

Ginobili lofted with 30 seconds remaining.

Ginobili, who nearly always goes to his left hand on drives to the rim, crossed up the Hawks by taking the ball to

the right side of the basket. He appeared to be on his way to an easy bucket before Horford surprised him by

getting a hand on the ball before it hit the glass.

“I thought I was really close to the glass,” Ginobili said, “and tried to put it on the glass as quick as I can. I didn't

even see him. Nobody complained, but I thought I was open and I had it in, but no. It was a great play by him.”

Lost in the drama of the final minutes of regulation and overtime was another cruel fact: A victory could have

been secured had the Spurs simply secured the ball more carefully in the first half.

Atlanta scored 17 points off Spurs turnovers in the first two periods, erasing a 14-point Spurs lead in the second

period.

“At the beginning, that's how they stayed in the game,” said Ginobili, who committed four miscues. “The other

thing was offensive rebounds. They killed us on the boards. They had 21 (offensive rebounds), and that's way

too many.

“We played pretty good defense, but to give them 21 more shots is really hard.

“It's sad, because we played a really good game, and we let it go with those two things.”
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