
ROME: Rafael Nadal closed in on an eighth Rome
Masters title as he dismissed old rival Novak Djokovic
7-6 (7/4), 6-3 yesterday to reach the final for a
record-extending 10th time. The last-four success will
give the Spanish top seed added confidence ahead of
the French Open, where he has won a record 10 titles.

Nadal, still unbeaten in semi-finals at the Foro
Italico, unleashed a trademark clay-court attack after
winning a tight first set lasting well over an hour. “I
need to be able to play my best tomorrow,” Nadal said
of a today final against either defending champion
Alexander Zverev or Croatian Marin Cilic.

“I’m very happy with my game. It all worked for me,
the tactics, the shots.” The 31-year-old world number
two cut the deficit in his head-to-head series with
Djokovic to 26-25, after their 51st meeting since first
facing off in 2006.  But the
Serb complained afterwards
about poor scheduling
which affected his prepara-
tion, playing a late-after-
noon quarter-final on Friday
before returning to court on
Saturday mid-afternoon.

“I don’t want to seem like
I’m complaining about los-
ing the match because of the
schedule. But having to end
at night and coming back to
play early in the day affects a lot,” he said.

“Nobody has ever, ever reached me in my entire
career to ask me about what I think would be the best
scheduling. I don’t think that is fair, we will address it
in the next players’ council.”

Djokovic has rediscovered his form this week after
months of elbow injury problems, including an opera-
tion earlier this year.

Nadal now stands 10-8 over Djokovic in semi-finals,
with the pair having played each other at all four
Grand Slam tournaments, the ATP Finals, Davis Cup,
the Olympic Games along with eight of the nine
Masters 1000 events.

Nadal took 73 minutes to win the opening set after

leading 5-2.  But to take the early lead, the top seed
had to avoid being reeled in by Djokovic.

Djokovic, a four-time Rome winner and former
world number one, battled back to 5-5 with a break of
the Spaniard before the set went to a tie-break, which
Nadal took on the first of two set points with a back-
hand winner down the line.

Nadal took a 2-1 lead in the second set with another
break of Djokovic and never lost control.

The top seed kept his nose ahead until the end, win-
ning on his second match point as he fired another
untouchable backhand. 

Earlier, holder Elina Svitolina dominated Anett
Kontaveit 6-4, 6-3 in 74 minutes yesterday to reach a
second straight final at the Italian Open.

The Ukrainian will play for the trophy in today
against the winner of the
high-profile semi-final
between Maria Sharapova
and top seed Simona Halep.

The first meeting between
Svitolina and Kontaveit fea-
tured four breaks of serve in
the first eight games, with
the fourth-seeded defending
champion snatching the early
lead after 39 minutes.

Svitolina moved to 3-1 in
the second set, reached 5-3

with an ace and served out victory a game later on her
second match point. “I’m very proud of myself already
that I reached the final. You know, it was really tough,
from the beginning, from the first match,” world num-
ber four Svitolina said.

“I work for these kind of matches, I work on it every
day. When my opponent tries to hit everything, I have
an answer. “And when my opponent tries to play
maybe a little bit more into court I can attack, so that’s
an answer.

“Today, I think I was very solid with my perform-
ance. And this was really, really good. I’m very proud
of this, that I could stay really consistent all match.”
Kontaveit, ranked 26th, has been on a roll against top-

10 opponents, upsetting second-ranked Caroline
Wozniacki and No.9 Venus Williams this week.

“It was definitely a really good week for me. She
was really tough today and played really great. I’m
only taking the posit ives from this week,” the
Estonian said.

“She had an answer to everything I gave her, it
made me maybe try and do too much or do things I
didn’t want to do.” Svitolina will be bidding to win her
eighth successive final dating back to last season as
she bids for a third title this year after winning in
Brisbane and Dubai. — AFP

LOS ANGELES: Reilly Smith scored the winner
with seven minutes left in regulation as the expan-
sion Vegas Golden Knights beat the Winnipeg Jets
3-2 to grab a 3-1 Western Conference series lead
on Friday.

“Winnipeg comes in waves but (Marc-Andre
Fleury) made huge saves, our defense did a good
job and thank God we were able to get three past
them,” said Smith.

The Golden Knights have won three straight
games after dropping the series opener and now
have a chance to advance to the Stanley Cup finals
in their inaugural season with a victory on Sunday
in Winnipeg. “It is hard to close out teams. But we
have got to do our best to go into Winnipeg and
stick to our game plan,” Smith said.

Smith took advantage of a miscue by Jets
defenseman Dustin Byfuglien at the Knights’ blue-
line. He then raced down the left wing and snapped
a shot over the shoulder and off the crossbar
against Jets netminder Connor Hellebuyck to break
a 2-2 tie with 6:58 left in third period.

William Karlsson and Tomas Nosek also scored
and goaltender Fleury stopped 36 shots for the
Golden Knights, who improved to 6-1 at home in
their first ever postseason. “I am just living in the
moment,” Karlsson said. “This is the time of my
life.” The Jets outshot Vegas 37-29 and controlled
much of the play but still came out with the loss.
“We got away with a win,” said Karlsson.

The Golden Knights were 500-1 betting under-
dogs to win the Stanley Cup to begin the season
and are now just one victory away from advancing
to the Stanley Cup finals. Friday was a must-win
game for the Jets because NHL teams that take a
3-1 series lead have gone on to win the series more
than 90 percent of the time.

Finland’s Patrik Laine scored the first goal for
Winnipeg at 9:29 of the second period to tie it 1-1.
He finished with a game high seven shots for the
Jets, who had been getting most of their scoring in
the series so far from one player, Canada’s Mark
Scheifele. Scheifele had five shots Friday but failed
get one past Fleury. Defenseman Tyler Myers also
scored for Winnipeg.

“We win that game nine times out of 10,”
Winnipeg winger Blake Wheeler said. “Tonight was
the one. Had some looks where (Fleury) made
extraordinary saves. You’ve got to sometimes take
your hat off to a good player stealing a game.”

Vegas has won games by not giving the Jets any
breathing room. On Friday, Laine’s goal on the
powerplay — with Nosek in the penalty box for
tripping — was immediately followed by a Knights’
goal just 43 seconds later.

Czech forward Nosek redeemed himself by
coming out of the box and banging one home from
in close to restore the Knights’ lead at 2-1. It was
the first goal of the playoffs for Nosek, who also
scored the franchise’s first goal on home ice back in
October.

The Golden Knights are already in rarified air
for an North American major sports expansion
team and are looking for more history to make.

If they reach the championship series they
would join the 1967-68 St. Louis Blues as only
NHL expansion teams in the modern era to reach
the Stanley Cup finals. 

Unlike the Knights, the Blues had a much easier
road as they were part of a new division made up
entirely of expansion teams. The Blues ended up
being swept in four games by the Montreal
Canadiens in the final. — AFP
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I’m very 
happy with 
my game

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain goalkeeper Alphonse Areola
says he intends to stay and fight for the number one shirt
despite talk of Italy great Gianluigi Buffon joining the French
champions.

“I think I’ve shown this season I have exactly the level it
takes to be the number one goalkeeper,” Areola said in an
interview with French daily Le Parisien published yesterday.

“If I don’t remain the first choice that would mean the sea-
son I’ve just had will be for nothing,” added the 25-year-old
who is part of France’s squad for the World Cup.

“What happens next in my PSG career will be sorted out
after the World Cup.”

After splitting time with Kevin Trapp last season, Areola
played every minute of PSG’s Champions League campaign
this term while keeping 16 clean sheets in 33 Ligue 1 appear-
ances. “For the moment, I haven’t been in touch with manage-
ment,” Areola said. “I don’t know what they want to do. One
thing is certain: if they give me the chance to stay at PSG, I
will accept it without hesitation.”

“Now, if they don’t let me have the same amount of playing
time, things will certainly be different.” Reports in both France
and Italy this week have suggested Buffon, 40, could move to
PSG this summer after he announced he will leave Juventus at
the end of the season. — AFP

PSG goalkeeper  
keen to stay amid 
Buffon rumours

Smith scores 
winner to put
Knights on brink
of NHL finals

ROME: Ukraine’s player Elina Svitolina returns the ball to Anett Kontaveit during Rome’s WTA Tennis Open tour-
nament at the Foro Italico, yesterday in Rome. — AFP

LAS VEGAS: Mathieu Perreault #85 of the Winnipeg Jets and Nate Schmidt #88 of the Vegas Golden
Knights look on as Marc-Andre Fleury #29 of the Golden Knights falls to the ice after making a glove
save in the second period of Game Four of the Western Conference Finals during the 2018 NHL
Stanley Cup Playoffs at T-Mobile Arena on Friday.  —AFP

Leishman leads
by one midway
through 
Byron Nelson
LOS ANGELES: Australian Marc Leishman fol-
lowed up his career-best 61 with a five-under-par
66 on Friday to stay atop the Byron Nelson
leaderboard with a tournament-record 36-hole
score of 15-under par 127.

Leishman broke the 36-hole record of 12-
under 128 achieved on six prior occasions at the
tournament’s former home of TPC Four Seasons,
including twice by Tiger Woods and most recently
by Jason Kokrak last year.

Leishman fired six birdies with one bogey on
the par-71 Trinity Forest course south of down-

town Dallas and will take a one-shot lead over US
PGA Tour rookie Aaron Wise into the weekend.

Wise jumped up the leaderboard with a 63 for
128, edging ahead of veteran Brian Gay who fired
10 birdies in a nine-under par 62 for 129.

Leishman was delighted to deliver another sol-
id round at Trinity Forest, the first-time host of the
tournament held for 35 years in suburban Irving.

“When you shoot a really low one like I did
yesterday i t ’s  hard to back i t  up,”  said
Leishman, who had a 15-under-par total of 127
and a two-shot lead with the afternoon starters
still on the course.

Leishman teed off on 10 and kick-started his
round with a 56-foot birdie putt at the par-
three 12th.

“My speed has been really great,” said
Leishman after enjoying another stellar day on
the greens. “Last week at The Players I hit a lot of
really good putts that lipped out, and this week
they’re going in.

“Some weeks you read them really well, and
some weeks you’re not sure if a 10-footer is
slightly uphill or downhill, and that affects your

speed and line and everything.”
Leishman tapped in for birdie at 14 before a

bogey from a greenside bunker at 15.
Coming in, he birdied four of five holes from

the first through the fifth, and said he was enjoy-
ing the challenge of the links-style Trinity Forest
course.

“I enjoy this type of golf, it reminds me of back
in Australia,” Leishman said. “I like how the ball is
running out in the fairways.

“I’m reading the greens well and hitting the ball
well. Hopefully I can keep that up over the last
two days,” added the 34-year-old Aussie, who
claimed the most recent of his three US tour titles
at the 2017 BMW Championship.

Wise made four birdies in his last seven holes
to put himself in position to challenge for a first
PGA Tour title.

“First time I’ve been in the hunt with something
to look back to,” said Wise, who charged late but
came up short at the Wells Fargo this month. “I
did great two weeks ago and it’s just get it going
and feeling good about the game. (I’m) excited to
go tee up tomorrow.” — AGP

Svitolina sinks Kontaveit to return to Rome final

Nadal beats Djokovic to reach 
10th Rome Masters final

Parma back in Serie A
after third successive 
promotion
ROME: Twice UEFA Cup winners Parma will return to the Italian
top flight next season after a 2-0 win at Spezia in their final Serie B
fixture on Friday earned the club an unprecedented third successive
promotion.

The club, which also won the European Cup Winners’ Cup and
three Coppa Italias during their heyday of the 1990s and early
2000s, was relegated to Serie D after going bankrupt in 2015.

A reconstituted club easily secured promotion from Serie D in
2015-16 and won the Serie C promotion playoff the following year to
move into the second flight. The victory over Spezia, secured cour-
tesy of goals from Fabio Ceravolo and Amato Ciciretti, combined
with Frosinone’s 2-2 draw against Foggia ensured they finished sec-
ond in Serie B behind Empoli and will return to the top division.

The return was particularly emotional for club captain Alessandro
Lucarelli, who stuck with the Parma through their journey down the
divisions and deferred his retirement to complete the trip back up. 

“I made a promise. I said I’d take Parma back to Serie A. I kept
my promise,” the tearful 41-year-old defender told Sky Sport Italia.
“This is a journey we started three years ago in front of these amaz-
ing fans. We had difficult moments, we always got back on our feet.
They never gave up and I am proud to have been their captain.

“Now I can stop. I don’t know, we’ll see. I just need to celebrate
right now.” Frosinone were leading Foggia 2-1 with a minute remain-
ing but conceded an equaliser to miss out on automatic promotion
due to an inferior head-to-head record against Parma. —  Reuters


