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BOSTON: LeBron James #23 of the Cleveland Cavaliers drives to the basket in the first half against the Boston Celtics during Game Two of the 2017 NBA Eastern Conference Finals at TD Garden. —AFP 

BOSTON: An NBA playoff-record, 41-point half-
time lead. A franchise record for total points. A
13th consecutive playoff win, tying another
league record. And LeBron James says the
Cleveland Cavaliers can still do better. “I believe
we’ve got another level, as well,” he said after
Cleveland steamrolled the Boston Celtics with
130-86 on Friday to take a 2-0 lead in the
Eastern Conference finals. “As well as we played
tonight, we’ve got a couple of things we can do
better. There’s no complacency for us now. But
we like where we’re headed.”

Minutes after the NBA announced the three
finalists for the MVP award - and James wasn’t
among them - the Cavaliers star scored 30
points before resting in the fourth quarter.
Kevin Love had 21 points and 12 rebounds for
Cleveland, which led by 14 points after one
quarter, by 72-31 at the half and by 46 after
three. Even with all of the starters sitting out
the fourth, the 130 points was the most ever
scored by the Cavaliers in a playoff game.

Kyrie Irving had 23 points for the Cavaliers,

who return home with a chance to finish off the
Celtics in Cleveland. I t would be the third
straight sweep this postseason for the defend-
ing NBA champions, who also won the last
three games of last year ’s finals. Game 3 is
tonight.

“It’s one game. I don’t care if you win by 200
points,” Cavaliers coach Tyronn Lue said. “We’re
going back home, we’re not going to get com-
fortable. We understand that this is a good
team.  They’re not No 1 in the East for no rea-
son.” The Celtics played the second half without
Isaiah Thomas, who had a strained right hip.
Celtics coach Brad Stevens said the star point
guard had a nagging injury that he aggravated
a week ago during the second-round series
against Washington.

Asked how much that hurt his team, Stevens
said, “Not 44 points worth.” “I don’t want to put
that on any one guy,” he said. “Ultimately, they
were terrific. We were poor. You’ve got to be
able to pick up the slack, certainly, when other
guys aren’t available.” With both teams going to

their benches in the fourth, the only suspense
was whether the Celtics could avoid the worst
playoff loss in franchise history. The Orlando
Magic beat them by 47 points in the first round
of the 1995 postseason.

EMBARASSING 
Still, it was the worst home playoff loss ever

for the most-decorated franchise in NBA history.
“It is embarrassing,” guard Avery Bradley said.
“As a man, as a basketball team, it will say a lot
about us how we respond.” Thomas finished
with just a pair of free throws, missing all six
shots from the field. Rookie Jaylen Brown
scored a career playoff-high 19 points for
Boston.

The game tipped off about 15 minutes after
the NBA announced that James Harden, Russell
Westbrook and Kawhi Leonard were the finalists
for the MVP award - the first time since 2008
that James won’t finish in the top three. Lue
chuckled when he found out after the game
that James was not a finalist. “You’ve got to give

the award to different people every now and
then,” Lue said. “But to me, LeBron’s the MVP.”

James, a four-time MVP, said he did not see
the list before the game. “My only job is to try to
be the MVP for this team every night,” he said. “I
know what I bring to the table. This league
knows what I bring to the table.” James still has
a chance for a fourth NBA title - and second in a
row. Maybe Golden State can figure out a way
to slow him down, or San Antonio, if it can
come back in the West. The Celtics haven’t
found a way, and they’re running out of time.

James had 22 points in the first half, when
had six of his seven assists and all three of his
blocked shots, including a chase-down rejec-
tion of Bradley that was reminiscent of the one
against Andre Iguodala in Game 7 of the NBA
Finals.  That one was crit ical  to cl inching
Cleveland’s first championship since the Browns
won the NFL title in 1964.

After outsprinting the Cavaliers to the No 1
seed in the East and home-court advantage in
the final weeks of the season, the Celtics squan-

dered it by losing both games in Boston - with-
out ever having a lead. “It’s hard to take,” Al
Horford said. “We’ve worked really hard and put
ourselves in this position to be here. It’s been
tough for our group. Tonight was real rough,
there’s no other way to put it. It’s definitely a
low point for our group.”

TIP-INS
Cavaliers: James is first player with at least

30 points in eight straight playoff games since
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar in 1970. ... James played
just 33 minutes - a low for this postseason and
just the second time he played fewer than 40 in
the 2017 playoffs.

Celtics: Stevens started Gerald Green in
place of Amir Johnson. Green made his first two
shots - both 3-pointers - but finished with six
points. ... The Celtics missed their first six shots.
... There was a large contingent of New England
Patriots sitting courtside, including tight end
Rob Gronkowski, backup quarterback Jimmy
Garoppolo and owner Robert Kraft. — AP 

Cavs humiliate Celtics in record loss

DOHA: A dramatic last minute winner gave Al
Sadd, skippered by Barcelona legend Xavi
Hernandez, victory in the Emir Cup final on
Friday, Qatar’s biggest domestic cup competi-
tion. The match was played in the newly refur-
bished Khalifa International Stadium, the first
2022 World Cup venue to be completed.
Among those watching on in the 40,000-seater
air-conditioned stadium was FIFA president
Gianni Infantino.

Xavi provided the assist for Jugurtha
Hamroun to fire home the winner in injury time,
to cap a 2-1 victory for Al Sadd against rivals Al
Rayyan, coached by another former Barcelona
great, Michael Laudrup. Al Rayyan had taken the
lead early in the second half when skipper
Rodrigo Tabata scored in the 49th minute. But
just seven minutes later, Al Sadd’s Hassan Al-
Haydous scored from the spot to equalise and
set up the thrilling finale.

As much as the game, the biggest star of the
night was the stadium itself. Khalifa is the first
World Cup venue to be completed, five years
ahead of the tournament, and it will also host
the 2019 World Athletics Championship. It cost
an estimated $90 million (82 million euros) to
refit and is part of a budget of up to $10 billion
Qatar is spending on stadiums and training
grounds for 2022.

Khalifa comes complete with the much-
talked-about cooling technology that was cen-
tral to Qatar’s controversial bid for the World
Cup. It was deployed on Friday, keeping fans
cool as temperatures reached 35 degrees
Celsius (95 degrees Fahrenheit) before kick-off.
The stadium was officially inaugurated by
Qatar’s leader, Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-

Thani before the match. “In the name of all
Arabs, I announce the readiness of Khalifa
Stadium for hosting games at the 2022 World
Cup,” he told the crowd.

It was Al Sadd’s second domestic cup win
of the season having won the Qatar Cup last
month. It is the 16th time they have won the

Emir Cup, a national record. Xavi became the
first skipper to lift a trophy at Khalifa since
2014, before the stadium was closed for refur-
bishment. Three years ago Al Sadd again won
the Emir Cup and their skipper that day was
another Spanish great, former Real Madrid
star, Raul. —AFP 

ROME: Austria’s Dominic Thiem sent Rafael Nadal
crashing out of the Rome Masters on Friday with a
6-4, 6-3 quarter-final victory, ending the
Spaniard’s 17-match winning run. Nadal, a former
seven-time champion in the Italian capital, had
dominated Thiem to win the Madrid Masters final
last week. But the 30-year-old, seeded fourth in
Rome and building up for an assault on a 10th
French Open title, was outplayed throughout a
thrilling encounter on centre court.

Thiem, the eighth seed, will now meet the
winner of the quarter-final clash between four-
time winner Novak Djokovic, seeded second, and
unseeded Argentinian Juan Martin del Potro. That
tie was suspended for the night after torrential
rain swept the city.  Four-time Djokovic was lead-
ing 6-1, 1-2 when play was halted. Nadal, mean-
while, said he intends to have a free weekend
before ramping up his preparations for Roland
Garros from Monday.

“Tomorrow I’ll be in Mallorca fishing or playing
golf, or another thing. I’m going to rest a little bit,
I  think I deserve it,” said Nadal. “ Then from
Monday and Tuesday I will start to prepare for
Roland Garros. It’s an important event for me. “If
you do things well, you have more chances in
Roland Garros. I hope to play my best tennis in
Roland Garros.” Nadal, given a first round bye,
played only three games of his second round
match with Nicolas Almagro before his unseeded
compatriot retired injured on Wednesday.

The 30-year-old made amends for his compar-
ative lack of playing time with a 6-3, 6-4 win over
American Jack Sock on Thursday. But from the
outset against Thiem, who had also lost to the
Spanish star in Barcelona, Nadal looked in trouble.
The Austrian’s serve, precision and movement
were near flawless and soon had Nadal hitting
shots wide of the mark.

As the centre court crowd steadily got behind
the 23-year-old upstart, Nadal’s confidence
waned. Thiem, who has a 17-3 record on clay this
year, will now look to reach his fourth final of
2017. However, he is 0-4 in career meetings with
Djokovic and 0-2 against del Potro. “It’s a very
tough situation in tennis. I mean, you have a big
win, and the next day there is Djokovic or Del
Potro waiting,” said Thiem after his second victory
in six meetings against Nadal, adding to his 2016
Argentina Open semi-final win.

“It remains very, very difficult. But they are
both unbelievable, big players. I think it’s going
to be a tough match between them today.
Whoever wins, I have to take on tomorrow.”
German 20-year-old Alexander Zverev reached
his first Masters semi-final with a 7-6 (7/4), 6-1
victory over Canadian fifth seed Milos Raonic.
Zverev will face unseeded John Isner, 12 years
his senior, after the giant American clinched a 7-
6 (7/3), 2-6, 7-6 (7/2) win over Croatian sixth seed
Marin Cilic. “It’s another stepping stone in my
career,” said Zverev. —AFP 

Thiem ends Nadal 
clay court streak

Xavi’s Al Sadd win Qatar’s Emir Cup

DOHA: Al-Sadd’s Spanish capitan Xavi (2nd-R) lifts the Qatar Emir Cup following the final
football match between Al-Sadd and Al-Rayyan at the Khalifa International Stadium.— AFP  


