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Halep through in Rome despite sluggish 
start, Pliskova, Azarenka advance

ROME: Top seed Simona Halep overcame a
couple of hiccups in her first match at the Italian
Open in Rome to beat wildcard Jasmine Paolini
6-3 6-4 and move into the third round on
Wednesday.

The 28-year-old Wimbledon champion has
only lost twice this year but found herself a
break down in both sets before she recovered
to seal her first victory since winning the Prague
Open a month ago. World number two Halep,
who had skipped the US Open due to COVID-
19 concerns and opted to stay in Europe and
practice on the claycourts ahead of the French
Open, looked sluggish at the Foro Italico with
14 winners offset by 15 unforced errors.

“I was a little bit tight at the beginning, it was
tough to get a rhythm in the whole match,”
Halep told reporters. “It’s always tough in the
first match of the tournament and she played re-
ally well. I felt like I played very well when
needed.” Halep had received a bye into the sec-
ond round but was far from her best on serve
and was broken five times in the match.

However, Paolini was also let down by seven
double faults in the match and Halep capitalised
on her second serve, winning 15 of 17 points to
take the opening set.

She switched gears late in the second to take
the game away from the Italian, who was play-
ing a top-10 player for only the second time in
her career, as Halep finished the match after
converting her eighth break point.

Second seed Karolina Pliskova started her
title defence with a 6-3 6-3 win over Barbora
Strycova, converting four break points and
smashing 26 winners past her Czech compatriot.
Meanwhile, Belarusian Victoria Azarenka beat
American Venus Williams 7-6(7) 6-2 to set up
a second-round clash with third seed Sofia

Kenin. After winning the Western & Southern
Open last month and losing the U.S. Open final
in New York over the weekend, Azarenka had
no problems switching from hardcourt to clay
in just four days. “Different surface was defi-
nitely challenging but I feel like I adapted very
well,” Azarenka said. “I felt that this was a great
match for me to figure it out, the first match on
clay.  Earlier, In his first match in over six
months, Rafael Nadal swept aside fellow
Spaniard Pablo Carreno Busta on Wednesday to
reach the third round of the Italian Open.

The nine-time Rome winner came through 6-
1, 6-1 against 18th-ranked Carreno Busta, a re-
cent semi-finalist at the US Open.

“It was a perfect start for me. It was solid,
good shots on the forehand and backhand. I
didn’t expect to play that well,” Nadal said.

“Maybe Pablo was a little bit tired from a
great tournament there in New York, but think-
ing about myself, I played a very solid match
and very serious and doing a lot of things very
well. So very happy.”

The world number two has not played since
winning in Acapulco at the end of February, opt-
ing to skip the US hard court tour because of
coronavirus concerns.  The 34-year-old will
next play either Canadian Milos Raonic or Serb
Dusan Lajovic for a place in the quarter-finals.

Nadal, a 12-time French Open winner, is the
second seed behind world number one Novak
Djokovic in the tune-up for the final Grand Slam
of the season at Roland Garros on September
27. But he does not believe the brutal switch
from hard to clay surface will be a disadvantage
for his rivals at the French Open.

“If Roland Garros is this week, maybe yes,
(but) Roland Garros is two weeks away so I
don’t think so.” “Of course I have to improve

things. But the things that I have to improve, the
only way to improve is to keep practicing with
the right attitude and intensity and to spend
hours on the competition matches.

“And today have been a positive start for me. 
“This year, of course situation is different,

but I gonna keep trying my best,” added the
Spaniard who did not pick up a racquet during
lockdown. “Then I started to practice on hard
for a while. And then I switch to clay. 

“But I really do not remember when, hon-
estly, but quite a lot. But I have been practicing

on and off not every single day since the be-
ginning.  “I had to come back very slow.  “After
two months without touching a racquet, I
needed to make things step by step, trying to
avoid injuries.  “And of course after the lock-
down, the body had some issues, too. Just trying
to do the things the best way possible to come
back when I felt ready.” Nadal, who has a 62-6
record in Rome, is attempting to capture a
record 36th ATP Masters 1000 title, which
would break a tie with four-time former Rome
champion Djokovic. —Agencies

ROME: Victoria Azarenka of Belarus plays a backhand to Venus Williams of the USA on day three of the
Women’s Italian Open at Foro Italico in Rome, Italy. — AFP

‘Perfect start’ for Nadal on Rome return

LONDON: Three-time Grand Slam champion
Andy Murray has urged officials to consider re-
naming Melbourne’s Margaret Court Arena over
the Australian’s anti-gay stance, saying: “I don’t
think her values are what tennis stands for”.

Murray’s comments follow calls from WTA
founder Billie Jean King to remove Court’s name
from one of the main stadiums at the Australian
Open’s Melbourne Park venue and a welter of
criticism for her controversial views from other
senior figures in the sport.

“She has obviously offended and upset a lot
of people over the years,” said Murray in an in-
terview with Pridelife.com. “I think the players

certainly have spoken up, which is a positive
thing.  “As far as renaming the venue. I think that
yes, it’s something the sport should consider. I
don’t know who makes the final decision on that
but I don’t think her values are what tennis
stands for. 

“When you get to the Australian Open you
want to concentrate on the tennis. Court’s views
detract from that,” said Murray, who has been
men’s singles runner-up five times at the Mel-
bourne Grand Slam tournament.

Court, who won a record 24 Grand Slam sin-
gles titles, has become a divisive figure in tennis,
and especially at the Australian Open. —AFP

Murray wants Margaret
Court Arena renamed 
over anti-gay views

ORLANDO: If Game 1 was any indication, the
first Eastern Conference finals to be devoid of a
No. 1 or 2 seed won’t lack for excitement. The
Miami Heat got the better of the Boston Celtics
117-114 in overtime on Tuesday to kick off the
historic best-of-seven tilt. The teams will look to
bring similar energy as Game 2 tips off Thursday
night at the NBA bubble near Orlando.

Game 1 featured a 14-point comeback for the
Heat in the fourth quarter before Jimmy Butler
and Bam Adebayo were the heroes in overtime.

Butler completed the game-winning three-
point play with 12 seconds remaining, but it was

Adebayo’s block to deny Jayson Tatum the
chance to tie with 3.7 seconds left that garnered
the most attention postgame. It didn’t hurt that
Magic Johnson tweeted it was the best defensive
play he had ever seen in the playoffs.

“I would agree with (Magic),” said Butler. “I
really would. I think what Bam did to save that
game and to make sure that we win it by put-
ting his body on the line, that really is a really
great play.”

“No. 1,” said Adebayo in ranking the play
among the highlights of his three-year career.
“Playoffs, game on the line — No. 1 play.”

The effort by Adebayo helped Miami ensure
its ninth win in 10 playoff contests. Meanwhile,
the loss has Boston trailing for the first time in a
series in these playoffs.

“It was a great game, two great teams who
play really hard,” Celtics guard Marcus Smart
said. “They got the plays that they needed that
mattered. They did their job, and it’s up to us to
come back in Game 2 and do ours.”—Reuters

Heat, Celtics ready 
for more thrills 
in Game two


