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Djokovic reaches 3rd round at Roland Garros

PARIS: Former champion Novak Djokovic reached
the French Open third round for the 13th consecutive
year by beating Spanish qualifier Jaume Munar 7-6
(7/1), 6-4, 6-4 yesterday, while women’s top seed
Simona Halep battled to victory in her opening match.

Djokovic, the 2016 Roland Garros champion and
former world number one, is seeded 20 this year after
struggling to rediscover his best form after returning
from a right elbow injury. He wasn’t at his best on
Court Suzanne Lenglen, but goes on to face Spain’s
Roberto Bautista Agut for a place in the last 16.

The Serbian 12-time Grand Slam champion fired 39
winners but 33 unforced errors and was broken three
times by Munar, the world 155. “I am very happy to
be here on Suzanne Lenglen and see so many people
and see the support,” said Djokovic.

“Jaume is a great player, he has lots of quality and
good concentration. I congratulate him on a great
match today.” Bautista Agut, the 13th seed, saw off
Colombian qualifier Santiago Giraldo 6-4, 7-5, 6-3,

but Czech 17th seed Tomas Berdych lost a rain-inter-
rupted first-round match to home hope Jeremy
Chardy on the showpiece Court Philippe Chatrier 7-6
(7/5), 7-6 (10/8), 1-6, 5-7, 6-2.

The unlikely adventure of Argentinian world num-
ber 190 Marco Trungelliti, who became the eighth
lucky loser in the draw after driving back to Paris from
Barcelona, came to an end as he lost 6-1, 7-6 (7/1), 6-
1 to Italian Marco Cecchinato in the second round.

HALEP FIGHTS BACK 
World number one Halep fought back after a dis-

astrous opening set to beat American Alison Riske 2-
6, 6-1, 6-1 in their delayed first-round match. Halep,
the runner-up in Paris in 2014 and 2017, slumped 0-5
down in the opening set to world number 83 Riske
whose only win at the tournament came in 2014.

The Romanian committed 16 unforced errors in
the set but stepped up a gear from that point on to
book a second-round match against  Taylor

Townsend of the United States. “It’s always difficult
in the first round of a Grand Slam, you are always
nervous,” said Halep.

The 26-year-old, who is still looking for a first
Grand Slam title, will play for the second straight day
on Thursday, after the match with Riske was pushed
back from Tuesday due to rain.

“I think I’ll be ready tomorrow, I feel strong in my
legs,” said the top seed. “Anything can happen with
the rain so all we can do is rest and try to be at our
best when we step on the court.” Halep needs to
reach the semi-finals or better if she is to retain the
world top spot.

Eighth seed Petra Kvitova eased into the third
round with a 6-0, 6-4 victory over Spain’s Lara
Arruabarrena on Court One. The two-time
Wimbledon champion has now won 13 consecutive
matches on clay after claiming titles in Prague and
Madrid, and will face Estonia’s 25th seed Anett
Kontaveit for a place in the last 16.

Czech Kvitova, 28, has not reached the quarter-
finals at Roland Garros since a run to the last four in
2012. Ukrainian fourth seed Elina Svitolina reached
the last 32 for the fourth straight year by brushing
aside Viktoria Kuzmova in straight sets.

The 23-year-old, who arrived in Paris having won
her second straight Italian Open title, saw off her
Slovakian opponent 6-3, 6-4. Svitolina, a two-time
quarter-finalist at Roland Garros, will next take on
Romanian 31st seed Mihaela Buzarnescu.

Elsewhere, charismatic Japanese 21st seed Naomi
Osaka came through a tight match with Kazakhstan’s
Zarina Diyas 6-4, 7-5. The 20-year-old Osaka is
seeded for the first time at a major tournament, hav-
ing lifted the prestigious Indian Wells title earlier this
year before beating Serena Williams in Miami the fol-
lowing week.

Williams, who made her Grand Slam return with a
singles win on Tuesday, is back in action in the dou-
bles with sister Venus later. — AFP

Simona Halep battles to victory in opening match

PARIS: Romania’s Simona Halep returns the ball to  Alison Riske of the US during their women’s singles first round match on day four of The Roland Garros 2018 French Open tennis tournament in Paris yesterday. — AFP

OAKLAND: LeBron James will attempt the
most amazing achievement of his historic
career by leading the twice-rebuilt
Cleveland Cavaliers against heavily fancied
defending champion Golden State in the
72nd NBA Finals.

The 33-year-old superstar reached his
eighth consecutive finals seemingly by
sheer force of will, lifting the Cavs on his
shoulders throughout the NBA playoffs to
book their fourth finals meeting in a row
against the Warriors, with the best-of-sev-
en championship series opening Thursday
at Golden State.

This marks the first time in North
American pro sports history that two clubs
will meet in the final for a fourth consecu-
tive season.

A title would cap the superlatives of an
epic career because never has a James-led
finals club been so huge an underdog as the
Cavs are now. Las Vegas oddsmakers have
the Warriors as the biggest NBA Finals
favorites since 2002.

“We have an opportunity to play for a
championship. That’s all that matters,”
James said. “We’ve been counted out for a
long time this season. It’s a heck of an
accomplishment for our ball club.

“No matter what the storyline is going to
be, no matter if we’re picked to win or not,
let’s just go out and play.”

Rebuilding after the off-season trade of
star guard Kyrie Irving, the Cavs struggled
and were retooled again at the trade dead-
line, leaving James and forward Kevin Love
alongside role players such as outside
shooters J.R. Smith and Kyle Korver and
inside man Tristan Thompson.

“I switched my mindset at the trade
deadline to ‘Let’s get the most out of this
season I can,’” James said. “I’m trying to
squeeze the most out of this orange to
where there’s no more juice left.”

Skeptics wonder how much juice James
has left. He has seen 164 playoff games-the
equal of two full extra seasons-from his first
finals run with Miami to now. And this year,
in his 15th NBA campaign, James played all
82 regular season games, a career first, as
he adjusted to ever-changing rosters.

“This has been one of the most challeng-
ing seasons I’ve had,” James said.  “It has
been six seasons in one. It has been a whirl-
wind. It has been a roller coaster. There has
been everything that you can ask for.”

‘A CRAZY FEELING’ 
James is 3-5 in career NBA Finals after

losing his first with Cleveland in 2007, win-
ning two of four with Miami from 2010-
2014 and taking the 2016 title in seven
games over Golden State between 2015 and
2017 losses to the Warriors.

Only three players in NBA history have
reached more consecutive finals than James,
with Sam Jones and Tom Heinsohn manag-
ing nine and Bill Russell a record 10 in a
row. All three played on a 1960s Boston
Celtics dynasty.

Four-time NBA Most Valuable Player
James has averaged 34.0 points, 9.2
rebounds and 8.8 assists in the playoffs,
taking command in game-seven playoff
wins over Boston and Indiana to keep the
title dream alive.

“After all these years, we almost expect
him to do that,” Smith said. “We expect him
to get over the hump and take us with him.
It’s a crazy feeling.”

BEWARE ‘OTHER GUYS’ 
The Warriors seek their third crown in

four seasons and sixth overall, which would
match the Michael Jordan-led Chicago
Bulls for third on the all-time list behind
Boston and the Los Angeles Lakers.

With Kevin Durant dominating inside,
Stephen Curry and Klay Thompson as 3-

point sharpshooters and Draymond Green
inside contributing rebounds and assists,
the Warriors have been nearly as formida-
ble as they were in last year’s title run.

“Somebody asked, it’s four years in a
row getting to the finals, do you appreciate
it? Yes, because it’s really hard,” Curry said.
“All the smiles and embraces you have with
your teammates, your coaches, it’s well
deserved.”

Curry is also wary of dismissing James’s
supporting cast.

“They are NBA players and yeah they
are new and what not and ‘Bron is amazing.
He played an unbelievable playoff run to
date and has willed his team to his eighth
straight finals and all that,” Curry said. “It
was an amazing performance, but don’t dis-
respect the other guys out there. They
fought hard, too.”

Injuries could play a role, with Love
uncertain for the opener while in the NBA
concussion protocol and Golden State’s
Andre Iguodala questionable with a sore
left knee. — AFP
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