
  
    
      
    
  


  Praise for An African Rebound


  “With his familiar world of college and professional basketball as a backdrop, Dan Doyle’s An African Rebound weaves a tapestry of success, failure, joy, pain, grief, and redemption as a seasoned basketball coach searches for his meaning in life and finds it in Africa. There’s something for every reader: philosophy, psychology, religion, literature, and history. Not surprisingly, the themes of non-violence and anti-prejudice are prominent, given Dan’s personal energy in promoting those two causes through his Institute for International Sport.”


  — Darrell J, Burnett, PhD, Clinical Psychologist,


  Youth Sports Psychologist, author of It’s Just a Game!


  “The love of sport can overcome the sadness and selfishness of human problems. In this remarkable novel, Dan Doyle shows just how true this can be!”


  — Judy Cameron, Naismith Basketball Hall of Famer,


  President, All American Red Heads Alumni Association


  “I’ve long regarded Dan Doyle’s Are You Watching, Adolph Rupp? as the best basketball novel I’ve ever read. With his new book, Doyle, a gifted storyteller, has crafted a coach’s tale of redemption within the milieu of the game’s recent globalization. Any serious basketball fan is bound to find this novel an interesting and compelling read.”


  — Tom Konchalski, HSBI Report


  “This novel takes us into a reality that most in the world of sports turn away from: failure. This culture likes winners. . . . In An African Rebound, Doyle makes his deepest concerns incarnate by taking us into the world of Jim Keating and forcing us to cheer for this ‘loser.’ As we follow Keating’s struggle toward a redeemed life, we are led to reassess what really matters.”


  — Jack Ridl, author of Losing Season


  and Broken Symmetry


  “Do you hurt hard and long when the world confronts you with unfairness? Coach Keating weaves you into his struggle with fate as he enlightens you with his encyclopedic knowledge of the competitive basketball arena. Can we transcend the frustration that crushes our self-worth, supports guilt and depression, and fuels the harmful violence we abhor? Get wiser and happier as you grow your mental-spiritual strength with Coach Keating.”


  — Donald Pet, M.D., world peace activist
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  Dedication


  My Dream Team


  This book is dedicated to a group of individuals who enhanced my love of the game. Most are from my early youth, the others I have come to know in adulthood. All have helped me develop an appreciation for the many wonderful benefits of basketball.


  ♦Chi Rho League Coaches and Administrators: Father Donald Gonyor, “D” O’Donohue, Dan Sullivan, and Don Jubinville


  ♦Jerry Alaimo


  ♦Charlie Bibaud


  ♦George Blaney


  ♦Tommy Burns


  ♦Bob Cousy


  ♦Bob Devlin


  ♦Jack “The Shot” Foley


  ♦Paul “Frosty” Francis


  ♦Chuck Hamblet


  ♦Ray Handlan


  ♦Noel Keating


  ♦Joe Lane


  ♦Richard Lapchick


  ♦Larry O’Brien


  ♦Dee Rowe


  ♦Buster Sheary


  ♦George Wigton


  ♦My six favorite players: Matt, Andy, Meg, Carrie, Julie, and Charlie


  ♦My parents and my Uncle Matt


  ♦My brother Mike and my sister Jo


  ♦The teams I played for and coached
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  Cherry Hill, New Jersey


  (Fall 1989)


  Jim Keating decided to pass on a final walk-through, one sellers often take to evoke nostalgia. For Jim, painful memories had smothered any pleasant remembrances, and he could not leave the house soon enough. He continued loading the last of his modest belongings into a car that looked to be on the critical list, moving as quickly as his weary body would allow. The last suitcase was the heaviest, and he had to heft it on his thigh to get it in the trunk. He went back, slammed the door, locked it, then saw his lawyer pull up.


  “Thanks for coming, Joe,” Jim said. “Here’s the key. Hope the new owners have better . . .” Halting in mid-sentence, he checked his self-pity.


  “Good luck in your new home, and be careful on the trip,” said the lawyer. “And listen, Coach, things will get better.”


  Couldn’t get much worse, thought Jim.
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  Several weeks before his New Jersey departure, Jim had asked the Chevrolet dealer who provided automobiles for the athletic department to sell him a cheap but reliable car. He got a ‘78 Malibu, eleven years old with more than a few dents and scratches. But at least it was comfortable.


  The ride up I-95 to I-84 was smooth enough. Anxious to put Jersey behind him, he made only a couple of pit stops, but every exit sign triggered recollections of fast-food restaurants, entitled recruits, and blighted hope. Finally, he neared Hartford and managed to keep his concentration on a Ludlum audiotape. One more tape, just enough to get him to his old hometown.


  An hour later, as several people crossed at a traffic light, none took notice of the rickety ‘78 Malibu, idling in an agitated state, or of the man behind the wheel. That no one paid any attention to the car or its aging driver was a big change from forty-odd years earlier, when a sighting of Jim Keating would have turned every head in the Main South section of Worcester, boy or girl, man or woman.


  I’ve made it home, thought Jim.


  Before the devastating events of the past couple of years, a four-and-a-half-hour drive would have been a lay-up for the old jock. Yet so severe was his despondency that he had seriously questioned whether he could handle the trip without breaking down. And if he didn’t, then surely the damn car would. But now he had arrived safely in the city he had lorded over as a youth, where his athletic exploits, even decades later, had never been equaled.


  At the Auburn exit of the Massachusetts Turnpike, just before the turn onto I-290 into Worcester, he decided to take a slightly longer route to his new residence. He wanted to see his old Main South neighborhood. Now that he was in it, he said to himself, It’s worse than I thought. Looks like I feel.


  Homes he remembered as attractive and meticulously kept were sadly decrepit: sagging porches, boarded windows, yards full of weeds and trash. Cops patrolled Main Street with taut looks and billy clubs swinging. The high hope that had resonated from most every household of Jim’s youth was now displaced by a palpable sense of futility.


  Stopped at a red light, Jim eyed a skinny black kid with unusually long arms loping across the street in front of his car.


  Since he’d started coaching in ‘50, Jim Keating had always taken note of physical attributes that might give an athlete an edge in any sport. This kid’s arms drooped below his knees, and the image caused Jim’s face to break into a half smile, his first in some time.


  The light turned green, and the Malibu proceeded up Main Street to his new home two miles away, just beyond the border of the urban squalor that now surrounded him.


  Jim Keating drove slowly. There was nothing on his calendar.
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  Turning left onto Stoneland Road, Jim rested his Malibu next to the curb and studied the scribbled notes he’d received from his landlord, Bill Perkins. “Number 14, seventh home on right, three-decker with brown shingles.”


  Rolling to a stop at Number 14, the old Coach’s eyes focused on the rotund figure seated on the front steps—a familiar face in a stranger’s body.


  “Well, if it ain’t Mistah Jimmy Keatin. Great ta see ya, Jim . . . been twenty years at least. Thought I’d wait for ya, give ya the key personally,” said Perkins in his classic Worcester accent.


  Both men noticed, though neither mentioned, how time had turned each of them into caricatures of their former selves. For his part, Perkins knew well of his old friend’s recent torment, and he was ready with an ice-breaker: “Pulled this out of an ol’ chest coupla weeks back—just after you first called me about rentin’ the apartment. Thought you’d get a kick out of it.”


  Jim scanned a press clipping that chronicled his fourth-quarter heroics in some long-forgotten basketball game. The same article was no doubt glued to a page in one of the many scrapbooks his mother had kept.


  “Let me take you upstairs, show you the place,” said Perkins. The ascent was a Kilimanjaro climb for the landlord, and as the two reached the third floor, his slack-jawed mouth gulped fitfully for oxygen.


  “Like I told ya on the phone, it ain’t much, but it’s clean and quiet,” Perkins gasped as he handed Jim the key to the one-bedroom flat.


  Perkins’s description was on the mark, but Jim had no complaints. He was glad to be home and gladder still for the space that now separated him from some painful memories.


  “Main South ain’t what it used to be, Jim. It’s fine down this end—still good people. But up past St. Peter’s, the assend of the neighborhood, it’s n—s and spics. N—s came first, then the spics, and they’re even worse. If you go for a walk at night, stay in this area and you’ll be fine. But listen to me advisin’ Jim Keating on personal safety.”


  Recent events made Jim realize first-hand how painful it was to be on the receiving end of prejudice; he wanted to challenge Perkins’s racist swill. But he just didn’t have the spirit to do what he knew he should—at least not with an old friend who had probably cut the rent in half to accommodate Jim’s ravaged finances.


  “I’ll let you get some rest, Coach. You look beat.”


  I am beat, thought Jim.
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  A note in Nick Manzello’s widely-read sports column in the Worcester Telegram gave notice that Jim Keating was back in town. But Jim had shielded himself with an unlisted phone number so Kirk Willar, one his favorite former baseball teammates, hadn’t been able to track him down. Then Willar ran into Bill Perkins at Gilrein’s Pub on Main Street.


  “He ain’t himself, that’s for sure,” Perkins said.


  “Think he’d want to go to the Gloves next month, Bill?”


  “Here’s the address, you can ask him.”


  A couple of days later, Willar rang Jim’s apartment bell. When Jim answered the door, Willar saw the forlorn look Perkins had mentioned. Except for some flecks of white, the crew cut was familiar. But Prozac had created a puffiness that eroded the sharp features Willar remembered, and Jim hadn’t shaved for a couple of days, which intensified his tired demeanor.


  “Kirk Willar, Jim,” he said, saving Jim from the awkwardness of not recognizing an old chum.


  “I know, Kirk. God, it’s good to see you. Come on in.”


  “Thanks, Jim, but I’m on my way to work. Saw in Nick’s column you were back. Wanted to stop by to welcome you. Also, did you know the Golden Gloves are on next month?”


  “Didn’t know that,” replied Jim in earnest.


  “It’s a ways away, but you might want to give some thought to comin’. We all remember your KO of Billy Carlos only a couple of weeks after you took up the sport. People still talk about that fight. Everyone’d love to see ya, Jim.”


  The old Jim Keating had always been outgoing, almost loquacious when trading the details of some sports event in which he participated. But now, in a lair of dashed hope, he had little interest in recalling that bout or other past exploits.


  “I appreciate you thinking of me, Kirk. Let me think about it.”


  Jim’s guarded tone made Willar think it was unlikely his former running mate would show up on fight night.
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  Jim had given Kirk Willar his unlisted phone number. Willar called several times, imploring Jim to attend the Golden Gloves.


  “It’s always a great night, Jim. Your bein’ there’d make it even bettah,” was Willar’s consistent theme.


  But while Jim remained non-committal, Willar could sense that his old friend appreciated the calls and that he was beginning to give serious thought to attending the event.


  “There’s a little more spirit in his voice,” Willar said to Bill Perkins.


  Now settled back in Worcester, Jim had indeed edged away from despair, although he was still a long way from optimism. His decision to return to his hometown had been a good one, for when he arrived he surely knew where he was. Admittedly, the other end of Main South had fallen victim to social decay, but his part of the neighborhood, with many of the same Irish-Catholic families of his youth still anchored there, was largely unchanged. Its familiar homes, streets, trees, and smells gave him the footing he needed to begin what he knew could be a long journey back to stability.


  Jim’s other source of hope was Dr. Ken Rotella, a Worcester psychologist who had been recommended by his psychiatrist in New Jersey. Jim had met with Rotella once, and the two had immediately connected. Jim liked Rotella’s direct, thoughtful approach. He was especially drawn to one piece of advice: “In this first phase of our relationship, I’m going to make a recommendation: start walking every day . . . a long walk. Working on your fitness will help to revive your body and your mind.”


  I know that. I’ve just got to start doing it.
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  Following Dr. Rotella’s counsel, Jim began to take daily walks around the neighborhood, staying within Bill Perkins’s safety zone. As the psychologist had predicted, it was an activity he found therapeutic in various ways. Soon, he was up to three miles a day. Despite countless hours competing on fields and courts in his youth, Jim’s knees had held up enough so that jogging was a near-term possibility. He almost joined the YMCA, but held back due to his sparse finances and reluctance to socialize.


  The walks increased his comfort level with being home. Each block had its own set of distinct associations, mostly good . . . all poignant. Further up Stoneland Road was the house where the eleven-member McHale family had lived on one floor of a three-decker. Jim recalled that each Easter Sunday, all nine McHale children would proudly sport their new shoes at the 10:00 am family Mass, a tradition many of them had carried on with their own kids. Walking down Hitchcock Road, Jim would pass the home in which a seventh-grade game of spin-the-bottle brought him his first kiss—and a mild rebuke from Mrs. McKeon, mother of Judy McKeon, the young hostess and, as it turned out, serial kisser. Jim was always certain that Mrs. McKeon had stealthily peered through the cracked kitchen door in the hope—futile as it turned out—of assuring her daughter’s chastity. The memory would often prompt a smile.


  Freeland Street brought to mind his boyhood friend Billy Kelleher, who, when he was eleven, saw his father forsake the parental journey in favor of another woman in Florida. Billy’s anguish made Jim certain he would never abandon any of his own children. Freeland Street was but three blocks from Clark University, and Jim took note that the street had become the preserve of Clark students and young faculty.


  His daily route then took him to Beaver Street and past the home he grew up in, another three-decker, where his parents rented the third-floor apartment.


  Mary Keating was a doting Irish-American mother who had lost a daughter at childbirth when Jim was nine. Before the loss, she was simply a non-questioning Catholic. Afterwards, her grief drew her closer to the Church. She became a daily communicant at St. Peter’s, and she was content within the comfort of her family and her religion. Mary practiced her maternal duties with unconditional love, a fact her son still reflected on with deep appreciation. With no small measure of emotion, Jim also recalled his mother’s strength in the face of adversity, including the loss of her physical faculties over the course of a jagged, decade-long encounter with Parkinson’s disease, which eventually took her life.


  Frank Keating was a strong-willed and impassive man, a postal worker who carried the mail each day without complaint. Frank had fought in World War I, but never spoke of the experience. Years later, contemplating his father’s pacific demeanor yet strident opposition to war of any sort, Jim concluded that his dad must have witnessed the most horrible of acts and likely suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder, or “shellshock,” as they called it then.


  One unforgettable exception to Frank’s pacifism involved another Beaver Street neighbor. Mr. Casey—Jim knew him only by his surname—had also served in World War I and had been a victim of the toxic agents used in the “chemist’s war,” such as phosgene and chlorine. The result for Mr. Casey was not death, but, perhaps, a more dreadful outcome. With alarming frequency, Mr. Casey would be overcome with convulsive, frightening hiccup attacks of seizure-like proportions.


  A favorite part of their Saturday ritual involved Frank taking his son to Louie’s, the neighborhood soda shop on Main Street, for a malted milk. One morning, the young man behind the counter, Bobby O’Neil, an arrogant sort with a constant smirk on his face, was making fun of Mr. Casey to another boy, mimicking his attacks.


  When they finished their malted milks, Frank took Jim outside and around the corner. “Wait here, son,” he said. “And don’t look into the store.”


  Several minutes later, Frank hastily walked back around the corner. “I did not hurt those boys, Jimmy,” he said. “But I did make it clear to them what war is like . . . and what men like Mr. Casey did for our country.”


  On the day Jim left for basic training, his father had stayed in his bedroom until just before his son’s departure. When Frank finally appeared in the kitchen to say goodbye, Jim was certain his dad had been crying. Frank looked deep into his son’s eyes, reached for Mary’s hand, and moved closer to their only child. He wrapped mother and boy in his arms and said softly, “Be careful, son.”


  Four months later, crouched in a fox hole in New Guinea, Jim’s platoon sergeant handed him a telegram, which read: The Secretary of War regrets to inform you that your father, Frank Keating, has died as a result of a car crash on November 16, 1943. No emergency leaves were being granted to go stateside, such was the fierce intensity of the fighting. And so, at nineteen, thousands of miles from the intimacy of Main South, Jim experienced his first real loss. There would be many others.
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  With each passing day, the coach found that his daily walks strengthened the view his old neighborhood had shaped within him, values he still felt connected to: integrity, satisfaction with small pleasures, living for rewards other than money, and one that he now seemed to appreciate even more—staying close to home.


  Were his reflections a concession to the fallacy of the perfect past? Perhaps to some extent. Yet, in those bygone days, for many in the neighborhood there was a special feeling about life that seemed bound to simplicity.


  Well into adulthood, Jim recalled reading a passage: “You do not become happy merely by satisfying your desires. You become happy by employing a self-discipline which manages and gives coherence to your desires.”


  The philosophy of my old neighborhood, he thought.
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  As Jim expected, Dr. Rotella urged him to go to the Gloves. When Kirk Willar called several days before the big event to ask—once again—if Jim would turn up, Jim sounded more optimistic.


  “I’d like to go, Kirk, but I’m still not sure. How ‘bout we leave it that I’ll try to be there.”


  On fight night, two hours before the opening bell, Jim fought off hesitation and made the decision to attend. As he shuffled bare-footed into the bathroom to shave, the cold marble tile floor sent chills up his body and weakened his resolve.


  Keep getting ready. That’s what Dr. Rotella said to do if I start to change my mind.


  He dropped a dry towel under his feet and continued to shave. Then he ironed a shirt, a task he’d seldom undertaken until several years ago and one he still found difficult.


  It would be Jim’s first public appearance since returning to Worcester. As he ran the iron awkwardly over the shirt sleeve, he kept pushing himself to make good on his internal commitment.


  The frost on the window confirmed what the weather report on WTAG had warned: “a cold night with temperatures falling below freezing.”


  Jim put on his warmest coat and Harris tweed cap and reflected on a warning from Bill Perkins—one of several the landlord had offered regarding the perils of walking alone near the neighborhood limits.


  “Where you’ve been walkin’ is fine. But there’s a corner up past St. Peter’s Church where all the n------ s hang out. Dangerous place at night, Jim!”


  But Jim Keating was now determined to go to the Golden Gloves—and just as determined to ignore Perkins’s bigoted advice and walk it, two miles, right down Main Street, straight to the Ionic Ave. Boys’ Club.
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  A light layer of snow covered the ground. Just as he had as a boy, Jim enjoyed seeing his footprints stamp the surface and smelling the wood smoke that permeated the cold air. Bundled with a heavy scarf, he walked by Clark University and St. Peter’s Church, knowing he was about to enter “dangerous” territory.


  The first few blocks had been fine, although he faltered some when he glanced at the exact spot where he had first met Edna. But when he passed St. Peter’s, as Perkins had warned, the atmosphere changed. He approached the corner Perkins had described and in his view stood three black teenagers whose demeanor radiated trouble.


  As a coach, Jim Keating had always prided himself on his ability to connect with young men, regardless of their race. While he did worry about what lay on the horizon, he was surely not worried about a bunch of kids on a corner. He threw back his shoulders and, with an athlete’s grace, marched forward.


  The three boys were a bit surprised to suddenly see a white man in the darkness, but the man’s sure-footed stride convinced them that he was there because he could take care of himself.


  “Evenin’ guys,” Jim said in a strong voice.


  “Hey,” the three said in unison. There was no hint of threat in their voices, only silent assent that they would let this older man pass without a toll.


  Those kids at Jersey State—they were wrong about me, Jim thought. Feeling safe, he moved on. At the corner of Main Street and Ionic Ave., the old coach stopped and gazed up at the Club on the crest of the hill. It was just as he remembered as a boy on fight night—a beacon in darkened surroundings. As light poured from every window, a current of sensation swept down from the gym, pulling him magnetically toward it.


  [image: images]


  The lobby of the Boys’ Club was adorned with a red, white, and blue sign: WELCOME TO THE 1990 GOLDEN GLOVES. It also served as the setting for “Worcester’s greatest all-around athlete” to greet cronies from the old neighborhood, many of whom he had not seen for more than forty years. Jim’s feats as a versatile young athlete had made him a legend—Clair Bee’s Chip Hilton in real life. His coaching success had even eclipsed his early heroics in basketball, baseball, football, and boxing. But now, in the company of his peers, Jim was uncomfortable, feeling as though he no longer deserved to wear this mantle of success, that it had been removed due to recent failures.


  It had been some time since Jim held court, and the evening’s salutations by old friends varied in length, from several greetings which jabbed and moved, to more long-spun and warmer exchanges. But all the welcomes, at least in Jim’s anxious mind, were accompanied by an uncomfortable awareness of both his strained features and his failed last act. The conquering hero? Not I.


  Jim was once a bulldozer of a man: 6’2” with a full head of close-cropped blonde hair, fetching china-blue eyes, high cheekbones, a lantern jaw, and a frame of granite. But now that powerful body was bloated. The chiseled features had surrendered to the forces of time, and ringlets of fat bulged uneasily under each blue eye. Always a bit stoop-shouldered, which, when coaching, made him appear to be prowling as he moved along the bench, Jim now simply slumped.


  It finally took one man of mettle, a particularly longstanding chum named John Belanger, to bring Jim’s anguish into plain sight.


  “Jim, I’m very sorry about what happened to Edna . . . and that business at New Jersey State.”


  And there it was—in one simple, clipped sentence, a buddy from the past articulated Jim’s twin problems, the two knockout blows that had put him on the canvas. A grim reliance on medication followed—a panacea that those who knew him in his early years would never have associated with a man who had once modeled self-reliance. Those blows had also caused him to seek refuge in his old hometown, the place he had left more than four decades ago when he had accepted a basketball scholarship to St. Thomas College of Philadelphia.


  He had taken the scholarship in ‘46, after three grueling years in the South Pacific. Since then, he had only been back to Worcester on special occasions: funerals, weddings, his mom’s birthday, infrequent holiday visits, and for three glorious athletic homecomings. The first of those homecomings had been in ‘48 when he had scorched a nationally ranked Holy Cross quintet, led by Bob Cousy, for 31 in a three-point victory at the Worcester Auditorium. Then, as head coach of St. Thomas, he had brought his teams back twice—in ‘59 and ‘63—and came out with two hard-fought wins over the Crusaders. Now he was back for good, but under circumstances far less sanguine than he might have ever hoped . . . or thought possible.


  “Hey Jim, I still remember the football game against St. John’s; three TD’s on Turkey Day,” said Belanger, trying to dispel the darkness by casting light on one of a multitude of wondrous athletic feats Jim had performed.


  In happier times, such homage would have evoked fond memories for Jim. But so savage was his sadness that the reminiscence hit flush against the vault of his emotions, caroming off without consequence.


  Prior to tonight’s outing, Jim’s contact with the outside world since returning to Worcester had been pretty much limited to the appointments with Dr. Rotella, daily walks, trips to Glass’s Market, and daily Mass at St. Peter’s. He always attended the early Mass, where he would pray for the repose of his beloved Edna’s soul—pray and avoid, as much as possible, contact with the locals.


  But Jim knew in his heart that this evasive action was an unrealistic, even self-destructive strategy. When he finally acceded to Kirk Willar’s request, he realized it might be a tottery step, for noise and crowds were a kind of quicksand since the onset of his melancholy. But the night had gone better than expected. As he concluded the last of the evening’s social intercourse and headed to the door, he hoped that his old friends had not detected his abiding gloom. “Clinical depression,” the psychiatrist in New Jersey had labeled it—as if this diagnosis, this antiseptic label, somehow had the power to reign in sadness and banish pain.
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  Forty minutes after his departure from the Ionic Ave. Boys’ Club, and, once again, having confidently followed the route home that Bill Perkins had cautioned against, Jim arrived at his undecorated one-bedroom apartment. An 8x10 of Edna and his daughter, Sarah, was the only personal item he had put out in the bleak living quarters that were a stark reminder of the downward trajectory his life had taken. As he moved toward the couch, his thoughts slipped back two decades.
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  Jim’s tattered finances trailed to a bad investment. Jim was no expert on money matters. He had put his trust in a broker, an old college friend who thought that a mall project in North Philly in the Seventies would line his own purse, and those of his investors—including his friend, the coach. When the project failed, Jim lost nearly all his savings.


  A few years later, Jim experienced another series of setbacks that kept him in a financial morass. The first occurred in April of ‘82, when he was terminated as head coach of a pro team in Barcelona. The owner’s unethical decision not to honor the last two years of Jim’s contract made the firing even more painful. With no paycheck, he was forced to rely solely on a loan from his pension fund, his last cash reserve.


  “The US Embassy is doing everything it can, Jim,” said the Philadelphia lawyer he had hired when he returned to the States. “If you want, we can pursue it through the Spanish court system. But it’ll take two to three years and will likely cost you more in legal fees than is left on your contract. Plus, the embassy told me that these guys have bankrupted a couple of their other companies to keep creditors away. Evidently, things are not going well in some of their enterprises. They’re using every underhanded but, unfortunately, legal method to hold on to some of their money. In my opinion, they’ll bankrupt the team if they have to. They don’t sound like very nice people,” the lawyer concluded with well-intended, but misplaced, irony.


  But while the failed mall project and the ongoing contract dispute were taxing emotionally as well as financially, they would prove less burdensome than a critical mistake Jim Keating made when he returned to the States.


  Devastated after being fired in Spain, and preoccupied with trying to claim the paychecks owed to him, Jim had overlooked the fact that the Spanish team had let his health insurance policy lapse. In July of ‘82, Edna, his wife and best friend of four decades, detected a lump in her breast. There would be no coverage for this illness. Partly out of compassion for her condition, and partly out of embarrassment over his foolish neglect, Jim decided not to tell Edna of his oversight.


  What followed was a trying ordeal during which Edna’s body was decimated and Jim’s spirit nearly destroyed. Medical bills piled up as first radiation and then a mastectomy failed to stop the cancer from spreading to the lymph nodes. Only the quick sale of his house in New Jersey and his lawyer’s deft maneuverings with creditors had prevented bankruptcy.


  When he arrived in Worcester, his sole possessions were the ‘78 Chevy Malibu, his clothes, a few trophies he simply could not part with, and $1,300.


  Jim’s coaching career had started on a dazzling high note. Not long after graduating in 1950 from St. Thomas College of Philadelphia with a BA in Physical Education, he was named head coach at St. Pius X High School in Philly. He led that school to three straight city championships and won acclaim both for his ability as a teacher of fundamentals and as a disciplinarian. At his very first high school practice, Jim implemented a cornerstone rule: “Guys, the ability to focus is a huge separator—not just in basketball, but in life. So my first rule is this: If I see any of you not making eye contact with me when I’m talking, you’re out of practice—no exceptions.”


  Jim brought valuable qualities to his coaching. A strong, clear voice commanded attention, a textbook knowledge of the game demanded respect, and a direct but caring approach fostered trust and loyalty among his players.


  His interest in coaching was first awakened as a high school player when he found the strategies and teaching methods of basketball to be nearly as irresistible as playing the game. His hometown of Worcester was known in regional hoops circles as a hot bed of coaching excellence, and Jim’s high school drillmaster, Dave O’Donahue, was among the best. “D-O-D” was ahead of his time, particularly with his use of the fast break—a strategy that was limited in the late 1930s and ‘40s to a very few college teams. “A Lord of Creation” was the way the Worcester Telegram described O’Donahue.


  Inspired by O’Donahue’s knowledge and innovation, as well as his influence on the lives of his players, Jim decided by his senior year at St. Peter’s High that, when his playing days ended, he would become a coach. At St. Thomas College he spent summers working at basketball camps, experience that offered him graduate-level knowledge in the principles of the game. At every opportunity, he would ask questions of the coaches on the staff, all the while molding his basketball philosophy.


  When he took over at St. Pius High in 1950, basketball was still a relatively new sport and was rife with opportunities for invention. Only twenty-six years old, Jim brought to the gym a well-thought-out basketball blueprint that incorporated the fast-break principles of O’Donahue and a system of changing defenses he had picked up in a late-night blackboard session with a coach from a small college in Massachusetts.


  “Changin’ defenses—some man-to-man, some zone, some full court pressure—will allow you to control the flow of the game,” the coach had told him.


  “Plus, my system is known only around New England. Philly hasn’t seen it yet!” His declaration of certainty would prove true!


  After winning a third Philly City high school championship, an article in the Philadelphia Daily News summed it up: “Keating’s teams are tough to beat because they play so well at different speeds. On offense, they fast break with abandon. If nothing shows up, they take care of the ball as if they’re playing on an aircraft carrier, with out of bounds being the ocean. And on defense, they utilize different levels of pressure from many different sets. On one defensive turn they might be in a frenetic full court man-to-man press with double teams in the backcourt; on the next turn they might change to a 2-2-1 three-quarter court press that lures you into the double team. The whole system allows St. Pius to dictate tempo and forces the opponents to change strategy.”


  Harry Litwack, the legendary Temple coach who had known Jim since his playing days at St. Thomas, was more concise: “The kid can coach.”


  Father Tim Cohane, the St. Thomas College president (and basketball devotee), had admired the grit Jim displayed as an undergraduate and followed his high school coaching career with keen interest. When the head slot at St. Thomas opened up in 1955, Father Cohane, confident in the accuracy of his judgment, appointed Jim, then thirty-one years old, to the position. Some members of the Athletic Board suggested that Jim might be, as one member put it, “a bit callow.” Father Cohane knew better. The young coach was an immediate success: tough and streetwise, but a guy with a genuine heart. His players loved him, the sports reporters were charmed by his youthful exuberance, and the Philly and Jersey high school ranks provided him with a ceaseless source of hoop prodigies.


  “St. Thomas doesn’t rebuild—they reload,” cracked one rival coach.


  In 1969, after fourteen splendid seasons at St. Thomas, which included twelve post-season bids and two NIT championships, the school offered Jim Keating the best contract in college basketball history. It was a ten-year deal that included a radio show and camp, earning him over $50,000 per annum (in ‘69!). There were also yearly raises and other incentives. Of greatest appeal was an alluring annuity, paid for by the St. Thomas Booster Club. The annuity would swell to $300,000 at the end of the contract; Jim could collect on it when, and only when, he completed the ten-year commitment. “We’ve even looked into your own TV program. The idea is a thirty-minute show that would run during the basketball season. It might take us a year or two to get this done, but if we can do it, we’ll add another eight to ten thousand dollars a year to your package,” said Father Cohane.


  Jim’s playing career had followed the path of most who enter the coaching profession. He had been successful, but not nearly as successful as he had hoped to be. Deep in his heart (though he didn’t like to think so), he knew that his drive as a coach was fueled by his unfulfilled dreams as a player.


  Back in ‘50, the Ft. Wayne Pistons had drafted Jim in the fourth round, and Jim figured he had a reasonable shot at making the team. None of the Pistons guards were over 6’3” and none had extensive experience. He didn’t get much court time in the first exhibition game, though, and was cut the next day. He took the first flight home, and by the time he grabbed his suitcase from the baggage carousel, his disappointment had turned into a resolve to succeed in a basketball pursuit over which he would have more control: coaching. He called the principal at St. Pius X to accept an offer that had been tendered to him at his college graduation.


  In June of ‘69, a week after Father Cohane had offered him the corker contract (one unheard of in that temperate time of college athletics), those same Pistons, now relocated to Detroit, contacted Jim about their vacant coaching position.


  John Ruffino, the Pistons’ general manager, lost no time in coming to the point: “Four years, starting at sixty-five grand per—with a bonus that could get you up to seventy-five grand each year if you take us all the way.”


  Success at St. Thomas had infused in Jim a dose of hubris, which often accompanies early acclaim. Already certain he could win anywhere, he was not moved by the permanency of a ten-year contract and particularly liked the notion of coaching the only team to jilt him.


  Father Cohane’s final invocation would forever be etched in his memory.


  “Jim, if I didn’t like you so much, I wouldn’t be so blunt. You’re making a big mistake. With the exception of Auerbach and maybe Alex Hannum, no NBA coach lasts more than three or four years with a single team. My fear is that you’re going to get on the coaching merry-go-round, bouncing around from one place to another. This is no good for your family.”


  But Jim felt it was time to break loose. He accepted the position—and yes, he would always look back.


  [image: images]


  Lying on the couch and staring at the darkness, the unpleasant thoughts of former times were displaced by what had happened that evening at the Gloves. Jim focused on a statement made by Bobby Duffy, one of several old acquaintances he’d not seen in more than four decades: “You left Worcester and so much has happened in your life, Jim. I stayed and not much has happened in mine.”


  Would Bobby have preferred the rollercoaster ride of a nomadic coach in search of acclaim—some mountain peak highs that approached heaven and some lows that cratered to the very depths of human emotion? Jim thought not. For though not much had happened in the lives of Duffy and the others Jim had encountered at the Gloves, and though many of them may not realize it, he was not certain that they were unhappier for staying behind and not certain that they would have been willing to pay the price he had paid—if they knew the true cost.


  5


  (1969-1976)


  The Detroit Pistons had been league doormats the year before Jim arrived. In his first season, he led the team to the 1970 play-offs. In his second, the Pistons reached the NBA Championship finals, losing to the Lakers in a scintillating seven-game series.


  Jim was on the fast track at full gallop when, early in his third year, his team went lame. Over the course of four short weeks, three of his five starters suffered serious injuries. Not once in the entire season did the Pistons field its normal starting five, and the team plummeted to last place in the Eastern Division. The following year the injury hex continued, and the team moved up only one notch, from last place to sixth.


  Jim’s demanding approach, which included an insistence on focus in both practice and games, had been embraced by the players in years one and two. But when the team began its downward spiral in year three, there were sporadic grumblings from a few malcontents. In year four, the discontent spread to the majority.


  Fred Hannan, Jim’s top assistant and a former NBA backup guard, summed it up on a late-season road trip in year four: “We’re fielding a team of marginally talented guys who all think they’re stars. Plus, our twelfth man makes more than you.”


  At season’s end, the general manager, Ruffino, had a frank discussion with his coach.


  “Your contract’s up and the buzzards are circling,” Ruffino told him bluntly. “You’ve done one hell of a good job under tough circumstances, but the fans and the ownership are pretty unforgiving about two straight losing seasons—even if injuries played such a major role. Now, I can extend your contract for a year. But looking at our roster, we don’t have much to trade. So, I’d say we’re at least three good drafts away from getting back to the play-offs. We may have to stay down in the standings—get some good picks—before we can go up again.”


  Jim shifted in his seat and wiped his rough, suddenly clammy hands on his slacks. He was instantly aware of the direction of the conversation.


  “Several ABA teams are looking for head coaches,” Ruffino continued. “It’s a wacky league, but I’ll tell you this: They’ve got some players over there—the Erving kid from UMass is a good example. Hell, he’s Cousy with wings.”


  Jim opened his mouth to speak, to tell Ruffino that he knew he could turn the team around if he was just given the chance, but Ruffino quickly continued his pitch.


  “To be honest, a lot of our owners are quietly nervous about what they now know is real competition. Think it over. I’m sure you could hook on with a good contract, and I’ll work behind the scenes to make it happen, if you want.”


  Uncomfortable silence filled the office. Jim wanted to say something, but he knew this was a one-sided discussion.


  Ruffino looked Jim straight in the eye.


  “Jim, I need to tell you that it might be better for you to leave on your own rather than being asked to leave.” It was advice delivered with icy candor.


  Jim appreciated Ruffino’s frankness, but was repulsed by the unfairness of the situation.


  “Two bad years, due completely to injuries, and they want to ride me out on a rail,” he protested that evening to Edna. He went on to describe Ruffino’s “suggestion” to move to the new league.


  Edna responded with her usual patience, but not without a certain tightness in her voice. “A move would be tough for Sarah, Jim. She’s starting to like it here. She’s made some good friends.”


  Jim hesitated; he felt conflicted. “I know . . . I know,” he said softly.


  Edna could see that Jim was struggling with the decision and that, from a professional standpoint, the situation left little choice but a move. She rested her head on her husband’s shoulder and said, “You’re a great coach and a better person, James Patrick Keating. Sarah’s young enough to adjust. If the ABA is the next stop, we’re with you. . . . You know that.”


  Two weeks later, Jim signed a three-year contract with the Memphis Tams of the ABA. The family packed, sold their Detroit house short, and headed south. The Jim Keating caravan moved on, but with a tangible feeling of uncertainty.


  [image: images]


  Jim Keating’s three-year stint in the ABA was a rocky ride filled with bad players, checks that bounced higher than the league’s multi-colored balls, one last-place finish—and, in the end, a merger with the NBA that left Memphis without a team and Jim without a job.


  While injuries had been at the core of the Detroit demise, a lack of capital had prevented Memphis from signing the caliber of athletes that would have kept the team competitive. And while everyone close to pro basketball knew that Jim had been hamstrung by the broken fortune of his owner, the three NBA teams looking for head coaches showed no interest in his services.


  One day, during a long talk with Edna, he analyzed the state of his career with deadeye accuracy.


  “I could eventually hook on in the NBA as an assistant, hope the team does well, and then maybe get a head job. But right now, the guys who would hire me have no openings. As far as college goes, no one has called. And as I’ve always told you, the worst thing you can do is apply for a job. You have to be asked to apply if you expect to have any reasonable shot. . . .


  “But there is something that interests me. There’s a team in the Spanish pro league that’s looking for an American coach. Their season starts in a couple of weeks and they want me. The money’s good, it’s only two games a week, and I get to come home for a week over Christmas. And frankly, Edna,” he continued, with a slight but telling crack in his voice, “I think I need a job that’s not a daily pressure-cooker.”
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  Edna McCarthy had been a sophomore at St. Peter’s High School in Worcester when Jim Keating, ace athlete and star of most girls’ fantasies in Main South, had first spoken to her. She was a bright and beautiful bookworm with few friends and many pent-up dreams. Her most lofty yearning was to know this luminary who, she was certain, surely did not know her.


  While Jim may have been the boy most coveted by the girls in the neighborhood, he rarely dated. He was far more interested in raising Cain or scoring points than courting young ladies. A girlfriend took up too much time!


  Yet he had taken notice of Edna. She first caught his attention in the school lunch room. Jim observed that when she sat with her friends, she was the quiet one. When her friends were laughing out loud, Edna would be smiling—or reading; she always had a paperback with her. Though still a bit awkward, perhaps because of her shyness, she was without question the most beautiful girl in the school. Her hair, which hung well below her shoulders, was a light reddish brown—sorrel-like and stunning. Her eyes were a stronger reddish brown—russet in shade, striking, and a perfect match with her wealth of hair, fair skin, and full lips. Even the drab school uniform the nuns imposed on the girls could not conceal a Rita Hayworth figure.


  But beyond her beauty, what attracted Jim was the way she carried herself with such quiet grace—dignity was the word that came to his mind.


  One cold Friday in February—several hours before St. Peters’ big annual home basketball game against St.John’s— Jim summoned his courage. He ran up behind Edna, slowed to a walk, and approached her with caution, bereft of the confidence that was his usual companion.


  “Goin’ to the game tonight?” he asked shyly.


  “No . . . no, I wasn’t planning on it,” she said.


  Edna McCarthy was so absorbed in her studies that she did not even know there was a game—a fact she kept discreetly to herself.


  Jim nodded and tried, but failed, to say something meaningful. He then headed off, leaving Edna to wonder what significance, if any, this brief encounter had.


  Jim did not speak to Edna, or even approach her, until two months later. On a sunny Tuesday afternoon in April— heading to a game with his baseball uniform on—he caught up with her once more, almost in the same spot as their first meeting.


  “Um . . . Edna . . .” he said coyly. “There’s a prom in three weeks. You know, the Senior Prom.”


  Edna was stunned, but also wary that this might be some boyish prank—one that would badly hurt her feelings. Up to this point, her life had been full of books. She’d never had a date, let alone experienced the excitement of a relationship. Edna had emigrated thirteen years before from Cork with her parents, who had sheltered her to the point of near suffocation. She secretly ached for adventure—and she concluded that she must be willing to suffer some angst to find it.


  “You . . . you want to go to the Senior Prom with me?” she asked incredulously.


  “Well . . . yes,” Jim Keating responded in a surprised tone, perplexed as to why this knockout of a girl would wonder about his request.


  “Um . . . I’ll have to ask my parents,” she said honestly.


  “No,” said Patrick McCarthy when the jewel of his life asked for his permission.


  “But Daddy, you don’t even know who asked me.”


  “It’s the Keating lad, Patrick,” said Una McCarthy firmly, and her tone made it clear that she expected her husband to reconsider his harsh verdict.


  “The athlete?” Patrick McCarthy replied.


  “Himself!” Una declared.


  Practical man that he was, Edna’s father quickly reversed his decision. The next day, Jim found Edna, hoping for a positive response to his request. Glowing with the most radiant smile, Edna delivered the news he hoped for: “My parents said yes!”


  Jim took a mental snapshot of that smile, of that entire moment. He would reflect on it many times.


  Despite his popularity among females, Jim Keating had never had a steady girlfriend. And no girl had ever been close to him. That kind of platonic friendship rarely happened in Main South in those days; there was usually some romantic link. But within weeks after the senior prom, Edna McCarthy became Jim Keating’s girlfriend—and his best friend.


  The prom decision was easy compared to her present dilemma. Spain? If only it were so simple.
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  When Jim Keating went off to war, he and Edna McCarthy had promised each other their faithfulness. By the time he returned home three years later and accepted a basketball scholarship at St. Thomas College in Philadelphia, Edna had graduated as valedictorian of her high school class. She had then spent eighteen months working to save for college and had been awarded a partial tuition scholarship to Clark University, only two blocks from her home.


  Jim and Edna both started college in September ‘46 and both received their degrees in June of 1950. Edna graduated magna cum laude in Art History. Jim’s academic record was slightly less distinguished, but still sound, and on the basketball court he was a genius. He set school records in both scoring and assists. At commencement, he was presented the St. Thomas Scholar-Athlete Award, given to the student who “best combines academic and athletic excellence.”


  The couple was married in a grand Irish wedding at St. Peter’s Church in Main South on July 11, 1950. Like so many other young Catholic newlyweds in the neighborhood, Jim and Edna had been certain that tampering with the sixth commandment would surely commit them to the fires of hell or, at the very least, bring a scorching rebuke in the confessional and a rosary for penance. On their wedding night, they made love for the first time and happily found another shared passion.


  Edna knew that what followed marriage should be children, so she set aside her dream of a PhD in Art History. Besides, she was now “Mrs. Jim Keating,” a title that was gaining stature in the Philadelphia Catholic community. But Edna’s expectations and sense of purpose were shattered when she suffered two miscarriages.


  After the second miscarriage, to stave off depression, Edna enrolled in a master’s program in Art History at Temple and taught sixth grade at St. Paul’s Elementary School in South Philly. She provided moral support to a young coach fast acquiring acclaim in his profession and steered clear of prolonged reflection on their childless state.


  When Jim Keating accepted the St. Thomas job in ‘55, Edna soon took on several key responsibilities with the team, among them unofficial hostess and academic counselor. At home games, she organized informal receptions for boosters, and when the team traveled, she often went along. On the road trips—long before academic counseling became an integral part of athletic programs—Edna Keating would tutor players on subjects ranging from math to poetry. She was young, brilliant, beautiful, and unfailingly upbeat. The team adored her, and if some even harbored romantic fantasies about their coach’s wife, she had the wit and tact to maintain propriety.


  In the off-season, Edna handled the books for Jim’s lucrative basketball camp. In August of each year the couple would make a trip abroad, one of the many perks Jim had in his contract with a sneaker company. Jim would conduct youth clinics and Edna would explore the local surroundings, some of which were an art historian’s dream. Her life was good, if not entirely fulfilled.


  Edna liked to celebrate her birthday by going out for dinner and then taking in a movie. After raising a glass to her thirty-fourth on a cold November night, she said, “Jim, let’s skip the movie and have some dessert and coffee. I need to speak with you. This birthday has got me thinking.”


  “Fine,” said Jim. “You instead of a movie is an easy choice. So what’s on that beautiful mind of yours?”


  Edna smiled, but her voice was firm. “Children,” she said. “I met with Dr. Lahey the other day. He said there’s nothing medically left to do beyond all the testing we’ve already done. So I think we should adopt.”


  The word “consider” had set the tone of their previous talks about adopting. Now she was resolved. Jim was surprised with this new direction but open to moving forward.


  “It’s quite a process and I’d like to be involved. The season will be over in four months. Can we begin the paperwork in March?”


  “Yes,” Edna beamed. “I love you, Jim Keating.”


  Three months later, Jim’s secretary interrupted a coach’s meeting. “Edna’s on the phone, Coach.”


  “Could you tell her I’ll call her right back?”


  “I told her you were in a meeting. She said she just needs a minute.”


  Jim picked up the phone. “Hi, love. What’s up?”


  “Jim,” said Edna, “you’re not going to believe this. Dr. Lahey just called. I’m pregnant. I’m pregnant!”


  Jim’s throat constricted and his eyes filled up. He swiveled his chair around, and with his back to the assistant coaches, he whispered, “This is so great, Edna. We’re going to make it. This time we’re going to make it.”


  Sarah Jane Keating was born nine months later. The next seven years were the happiest of their lives. They had a daughter straight from heaven, and Jim’s St. Thomas teams made seven straight post-season appearances. But then, in 1969, Jim made his ill-fated decision to accept the job with the Detroit Pistons. The decision forced the Keatings to move from their comfortable environs and begin a nomadic lifestyle that robbed Sarah of some of her childhood stability and Edna of her happy life in Philadelphia.


  Though Sarah adjusted well to Detroit, Edna never quite settled into the community as she had in Philadelphia. Jim was on the road much more often and was working hard adapting to a radically different routine, including the much longer NBA season. But when he took the job with the Memphis Tams, and despite some early misgivings, Edna quickly grew fond of Memphis, with its pleasant climate and friendly neighbors. The southern city also provided Sarah with an abundant source of good friends and some semblance of roots. Both mother and daughter were happy in their new home.


  Then in the summer of ‘76 the Tams, along with the fledgling ABA, went under. Jim had not yet heard from the pro team in Spain when he was offered a well-paying sales job with a Memphis liquor distributorship. He knew that the right thing to do would be to accept the job, get off the merry-go-round, and nourish his daughter’s roots. But he was a coach, not a salesman, and he was driven to recapture that early and increasingly elusive success, which had rocketed from his grip. He thought as all coaches thought after a termination: The job in Spain could help get me back to where I once was.


  For the first time in their marriage, Edna dug in and commandeered a course that seemed to her the best of several uninviting options.


  “We both know Sarah shouldn’t move again—she likes it here, she has some great teachers, and she’s made good friends. And yes, Jim, I also know you’re a coach, not a beer salesman.”


  Jim simply nodded.


  “So let’s enroll Sarah at St. Anne’s Academy. It’s both a day and a boarding school. I’ll stay here at the house in Memphis, and for most of the year Sarah will be a day student. I’ll visit you two or three times in Spain. When necessary, the nuns will let her board during those periods. Then, in March or April, whenever your season is over, you come home and be with us.”


  Despite the conviction with which Edna spoke, her voice faltered at the thought of such family disruption.


  Feeling both relief and guilt, Jim hugged her and said, “We’ll make it work, Edna.”


  Coach Jim Keating signed a four-year contract at $45,000 a year with Barcelona in the Spanish Division I League. He insisted on four years because Barcelona had not made the play-offs for the last three and he wanted ample time to build his team.


  Edna went with Jim to Spain for two weeks to help him get settled. She needed to assure herself that her husband would be treated in a way that would begin to compensate for their disconnected lives.


  Jim and Edna Keating found a robust and regal welcome awaiting them in Barcelona. At the time, American coaches were in great demand in Europe, and Jim was the first former NBA or ABA head coach to join the Spanish ranks.


  Barcelona was fascinating—a beautiful, vibrant city with more museums than Worcester had bars. Edna was treated to a quick tour of two, but hadn’t managed to get to the Picasso Museum in the heart of the old city because Catalan hospitality, overwhelming and exhausting, did not allow enough time.


  “The Museu Picasso is a delicacy that deserves a full day. Save this special un placer for your next visit,” was the advice of Andrea Lopéz, wife of the wealthiest of the three team owners. Andrea was an aficionada and rumor had it that the family owned a small collection of art treasures.


  As Edna prepared to return to Memphis, the couple felt satisfied with the position. But as Jim escorted his wife to the airport, the sober reality of their first prolonged separation struck a forceful blow.


  At the terminal, Jim squeezed Edna tightly. “I chose this life,” he said from the pit of his stomach. “There’s so much to say, but . . . I can’t be looking back.”


  Yet as Edna’s plane taxied across the runway, Father Cohane’s wise warning reverberated in his mind.


  My fear is that you’re going to get on the coaching merry-go-round, bouncing around from one place to another. This is no good for your family.
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  (1977-1982)


  Barcelona improved its record in each of the first two years of Jim Keating’s leadership. Then, in years three and four, the team made the league play-offs. Jim successfully locked into place proven US tactics, such as his long reliance on switching defenses—including the match-up—as well as the fast break and a passing game offense with innumerable options, strategies not previously encountered by rival Spanish coaches. “American Coach Employs Winning Maneuvers” applauded El Mundo Deportivo, the major daily sports newspaper. And although his team was eliminated by Real Madrid in the semi-final round in both his third and fourth seasons, “Barca” ownership recognized Jim’s tactical expertise. There was a feeling of optimism about the club’s direction; its future had begun to take shape. Jim was rewarded with a four-year extension and a raise.


  As planned, Edna made three visits each year: two over long weekends and an extended visit with Sarah during the February vacation. These would turn out to be some of the most joyous times of their lives. Edna had a facility with languages and gained a fluency that impressed friends and shopkeepers alike. Sarah lacked Edna’s command of Spanish, especially her mastery of the Catalan accent, but she, too, delighted everyone with her willingness to try rather than depend on Edna. Sarah shared her mother’s intense interest in Spanish culture and kept pace with her parents through all the museums and tourist attractions. On one trip, they spent Edna’s long-awaited full day at the Museu Picasso, where the family enjoyed contemplating paintings from Picasso’s blue period. Yet another afternoon was spent at Gaudi’s Sagrada Familia. Edna was pleased with her husband’s developing interest in art.


  Of course, there was a flip side. When the trips ended, the separation saddened all three.


  Although he fought off waves of loneliness during the long periods away from home, Jim came to enjoy the comfortable Catalonian climate, and he embraced the slower pace of having only two games per week. On his off-days, he directed a good deal of his energies toward invigorating the club’s feeder system, which had been badly neglected prior to his arrival. He was also invited to join the steering committee that would explore the feasibility of Barcelona someday hosting the Summer Olympics. Jim’s assignment was simple: Spread the word that Barcelona would be an ideal Olympic host among his friends in the international basketball community. Let people know that the country is basketball mad!


  In his various meetings with the team directors, Jim emphasized a crucial difference between the American and Spanish league systems.


  “In the States, college basketball acts like a farm league for the pros—it’s ready-made. But here you’ve got no college competition. So, if you want to be competitive over the long haul, we must pay attention to our junior program. We’ve got to find good players around Spain, sign ‘em, move ‘em to Barcelona, and run ‘em through the junior program. No different from what the great European soccer clubs do, Real Madrid and Manchester United as cases in point. I’ve also learned that the Real Madrid basketball club will soon be following the lead of its soccer club. If we’re going to catch up to them in basketball, we need to be doing the same thing.”


  As he worked to build the foundation for a prosperous future for his club, Jim also followed Edna’s advice and used some of his free time to learn more about Barcelona, to explore other regions of Spain, and to study the country’s remarkable history. Jim’s interest in history began with the books passed out to soldiers in the Pacific and continued with Dr. George Fetter, who made the subject come alive for him at St. Thomas. Jim was a physical education major, but ended up with more credits in history than in phys ed. Within a month of his arrival in Spain, he discovered the Universitat de Barcelona Library stocked with Spanish history books translated into English. Jim found that his Irish roots piqued an interest in the Spanish Armada, particularly stories of Spanish crew members being driven ashore in Ireland and their ensuing slaughter by the English. He also found himself enjoying Spanish novels, especially Cervantes’s Don Quixote.


  Along with his reading and research, in a comfortable Spanish-built Chrysler 180 provided by the team Jim made trips to places such as the Mezquita in Cordobà, a cathedral built in the eighth century with nearly a thousand columns extending farther than his sturdy eyes could see. Jim traveled alone. He’d made some friends, but no one he wanted to share his thoughts with on this type of trip.


  Early one morning, he embarked on a long journey to the Costa da Morte, the coast of death, located at the northwest tip of Spain. After a comfortable stopover in Haro, where he had a nice luncheon and a glass of Tempranillo, he reached his destination in early evening, just in time to see the sun set over the Atlantic Ocean, the same sun that sky watchers before Columbus thought was setting at the end of the world.


  Up to this point in his life, Jim had devoted himself to the pursuit of athletic excellence; he had only engaged in cultural activities at Edna’s insistence. But to his surprise, he found himself absorbed in an avocation that was purely cerebral with no physical ties. My intellectual light has finally been turned on, he thought. His level of interest in Spanish history and culture—and the rate at which he found himself learning it—caused him to ponder how his life might have changed had he, as a student, found academic discovery to be as irresistible as his passion for basketball. Now motivated to sharpen his mind in whatever way possible, he took Edna’s advice and set a goal of becoming proficient in Italian.


  “It would be a nice complement to your Spanish, which is already very good,” she had said.


  Jim would achieve the goal in less than a year.


  Jim also enjoyed the long spring and summer vacations, free from recruiting responsibilities and full of opportunities to broaden his relationship with his daughter. He wanted— and needed—to take advantage of these opportunities, and he took Sarah to any event in Memphis she was able to attend with him. Sarah enjoyed her dad’s company and tried to accommodate his new demands on her time. But as both knew well, teenage girls (especially those as bright and beautiful as Jim Keating’s daughter was turning out to be) had other priorities.


  Sarah was popular with a wide circle of friends, but not part of any clique. Like Jim, she was tall, nearly six feet, and fit due to a daily regimen that alternated between swimming and weight training. She had also inherited her dad’s blonde hair, which she wore long, halfway down her back. Her sea blue eyes set off small, delicate facial features reminiscent of Edna’s. And even though her friends—both male and female—desired her company, she enjoyed being with her dad and always looked forward to their weekly father-daughter night out.


  But while their outings brought them closer, they did not, in Jim’s mind, make up for a career on the bench that had relegated him to a substitute’s role in Sarah’s upbringing.


  In his fifth season in Spain, he found out, as he had in his Detroit hitch, that success in the form of making the play-offs brought higher expectations. Jim’s Spanish players, reliable in the first four years, drifted to the slower side of their careers. Both a point guard and a small forward, each of whom relied on quickness, lost a half-step to age. A similar fade in skills took hold of one of the two Americans that the league allowed each team to employ.


  Barcelona failed to make the play-offs and the owners, supportive of Jim but, in the end, Machiavellian men of commerce, could see that the feeder system he was crafting was still several years away from any yield. They decided to sell the team to a wealthy Spanish family with a coddled twenty-seven-year-old son in need of a new pastime.


  The heir was handed the task of running the team just after he had finished driving one of the family businesses into the Mediterranean. Jim immediately pegged him as a pampered dilettante. Always known as a coach who could get along with management, he was presented with a situation to challenge that record.


  Their first confrontation was over a thirty-four-year-old American player who had faltered badly in the recently concluded season.


  “We need to bring in a new player. I know the guy has a year left on his contract, but we’re going to have to eat it,” Jim stated without equivocation.


  “He’s been with this team for seven years and is a favorite of the fans. Furthermore, my family will not throw $150,000 out a porthole merely on a coach’s say-so,” countered the new boss, Alberto Blanco.


  Jim seethed, not so much about Blanco’s disrespect, but about his reckless lack of reasoning.


  “We make the play-offs and it’s a guarantee of $500,000, plus more if we advance. We need a top-flight American to do that,” Jim dissented. But Blanco wasn’t listening.


  All the calamities that Jim Keating came to dread soon arrived with blunt force. The American Keating wanted to release was indeed ineffective—more so than even the coach had guessed—and the team plunged to below .500.


  “American Coach Fired by Blanco” roared the headline in the Barcelona Times with six games to go in Jim Keating’s sixth season.


  The Spanish media zealously sided with the coach, pointing to his excellent work when good players were available. They defended his innovative overhauling of the junior program and criticized his exclusion by the greenhorn general manager in the decision-making process. The media also pointed to Jim’s community involvement, including his respected contribution to the Barcelona Summer Olympics Steering Committee. But as Jim knew so well, a coach’s success at the professional level is bound like an umbilical cord to the competence of management.


  From player injuries to administrative meddling, the season was the most difficult of Jim’s career, and the jaw-breaking firing shattered his confidence. Soon after his dismissal, he free-fell into a dark thicket of despair.


  Edna greeted her mauled matador at the Memphis airport and tenderly nursed him through his period of lost will. But then, only three months after his return, she discovered the lump in her breast. A hurried mammogram revealed the bad news: It was malignant. So Jim Keating tried to put his own anguish on hold to pinch-hit for his partner. There were days when he wondered if he would ever again see a shaft of life’s light.


  Thirty months later—an excruciating vigil for both of them—Edna’s condition had deteriorated badly. Jim was still without a job and tunneling deep into whatever modest savings he had left when word came that New Jersey State, located just twenty miles from Philadelphia and the battleground of Jim’s early era of prosperity, was preparing to jump from Division II to Division I. Old friend Father Cohane lobbied with his presidential counterpart at New Jersey State, and several weeks after State’s arching shot at big-time bas-ketball was made public, travel-weary Jim Keating was given a three-year contract to lead this “enterprise.”


  At the press conference called to announce Jim’s appointment, New Jersey State President Vincent Mahon exulted: “We’ve hired Jim with the expectation that he’ll perform the same miracles that he did at St. Thomas. We’re very pleased that he has returned to his own backyard, where so many potential recruits grew up hearing about the Jim Keating legend. We fully expect to be a national contender in three or four years.”


  But on January 14, 1987, less than two years after that imprudent proclamation, the school issued a terse press release announcing that Jim Keating had been fired. What the press release did not report, the media did.


  In a copyrighted story in the Philadelphia Enquirer that quickly made its way over the wires and onto national television and talk radio, three players stated that Jim Keating was racially insensitive.


  8


  (1985-1987)


  Jim Keating’s career in Jersey State imploded for many reasons, but one factor was his lost zeal. In a profession that requires uncommon energy, this was cataclysmic. While there were several reasons for the loss of that passion, Edna’s cancer was by far the most formidable. It had drained her strength and diminished his willpower—at least the sort of willpower required of a Division I coach.


  And the charge of being racially insensitive—devastating to Jim personally—had surely not helped matters in a professional sense.


  Edna had rallied for several months after Jim’s appointment, and her better health, coupled with his fresh opportunity, brought a new wick of flame to his life. But once his first season was underway, with a team of twelve Division II players with Division I egos, Edna, closing in on fifty-nine, began to falter again. Jim winced at this slippage, and he was also now acutely aware that turning State into a Division I power would be even more difficult than he had originally thought. He felt stampeded, and he made several important decisions in reaction to the pressure, even one that involved his marriage.
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“A deeply touching and fascinating novel. This is a must-read
for anyone familiar with the game of basketball.”
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