
SYDNEY: Rafael Nadal and Novak Djokovic will face
each other in the final of the inaugural ATP Cup after
winning epic three-set matches yesterday to steer
Spain and Serbia into the decider. World number one
Nadal ground down pumped-up Australian Alex de
Minaur to guide the Davis Cup champions through
their semi-final while Djokovic battled past Russia’s
Daniil Medvedev.

Under the format of the innovative team event in
Sydney, the top-ranked singles players from each
country play each other, ensuring the two legends clash
for a 55th time since their first showdown in 2006.

World number two Djokovic leads the head-to-
heads 28-26, including beating his arch-rival in the
Australian Open final last year. Nadal outlasted De
Minaur 4-6, 7-5, 6-1 after unflappable teammate
Roberto Bautista Agut tamed Nick Kyrgios 6-1, 6-4.
Djokovic had an equally tough time against impressive
fifth-ranked Medvedev, coming through a top-draw
contest 6-1, 5-7, 6-4 on the back of Dusan Lajovic
beating Karen Khachanov 7-5, 7-6 (7/1).

“Alex was playing at a very high level and for me my
energy was a little bit lower than usual. But it has been
a very emotional evening and a pleasure playing here,”
said Nadal. “We know it’s going to be a super tough
final (against Serbia),” he added. “Novak likes a lot to
play here, he’s had a lot of great results. So let’s see. We
have a good team too.”

De Minaur had a furious start, breaking Nadal in the
opening game of the match and then keeping the pres-
sure on, restricting the Spaniard’s trademark forehand
to take the first set in 46 minutes. Full of energy, his
serve was on fire and he was winning the baseline ral-
lies, but Nadal weathered the onslaught and finally won

a break point, converting to take the second set.
De Minaur was deflated and the fight went out of

him as the 19-time Grand Slam showed him who was
boss, racing through the deciding set. Unassuming
world number 10 Bautista Agut was in control and all
over the groundstrokes of temperamental Kyrgios, who
looked lost as he crashed 6-1 in the first set.

The Australian regained some lustre in the second
set. But he was broken in the fifth game, mangling his
racquet in frustration, and despite saving two match
points with booming aces was outplayed. “My game
plan was to put him under pressure to play every point,
to make him work. That’s what I tried and it went well,”
said Bautista Agut.

EXCEPTIONAL 
Sixteen-time Grand Slam winner Djokovic, who is

targeting an eighth Australian Open title this month,
had looked on track for a comfortable win against
Medvedev after sailing through the opening set and
breaking in the first game of the second.

But the dogged Russian, who won their last two
encounters, roared back. He broke in the next game and
then again for 3-1, with Djokovic smashing his racquet
as Medvedev took the set to level the match.

A third set of long, high-quality rallies went with
serve until Djokovic got the crucial edge in the fifth
game, converting a volley to go 3-2 in front and
Medvedev had no answer. “It was an exceptional
match. Lots of rallies and very exhausting. Daniil
Medvedev is one of the best players in the world and
he showed today why,” said Djokovic.

“He’s difficult to break from the baseline, he’s tall and
has a good serve. This was the most difficult challenge I

have had so far this year.” Lajovic, who won his first ATP
title last year at Umag, took a 2-0 record into his show-
down with world number 17 Khachanov and produced a
performance that belied his ranking of 34, displaying

composure and a fine array of shots. “It was definitely
one of the toughest matches for me in my career, con-
cerning the situation, the tension and the importance of
the moment,” he said. “But the crowd carried me.” — AFP
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Nadal to meet Djokovic’s 
Serbia in ATP Cup final

SYDNEY: Rafael Nadal of Spain hits a return against Alex de Minaur of Australia during their men’s singles
semi-final match at the ATP Cup tennis tournament in Sydney yesterday. — AFP

World number two Djokovic leads the head-to-heads 28-26

James fills 
void as Lakers 
handle Mavs
DALLAS: LeBron James had 35 points, 16
rebounds and seven assists to lead the visiting
Los Angeles Lakers to their seventh straight
win, a 129-114 decision against the Dallas
Mavericks on Friday night. Kyle Kuzma started
in place of Anthony Davis and scored a season-
high 26 points for the Lakers. Davis, the leading
scorer (27.1 points per game) and rebounder
(9.4 boards per game) for the Lakers, sat out
after taking a hard fall against the visiting New
York Knicks on Tuesday night and sustaining a
contusion to his gluteus maximus. Dallas for-
ward Luka Doncic, who came in third in the
NBA in both scoring (29.6 ppg) and assists (9.0
per game), got off to a slow start before finish-
ing with 25 points, 10 rebounds and seven
assists. However, he committed a game-high six
turnovers. Tim Hardaway Jr. added 22 points for
the Mavericks, who have dropped five of seven,
and Seth Curry scored 16 off the bench.

PHOENIX SUNS 98 - 
ORLANDO MAGIC 94

Devin Booker hit a 3-pointer, stole a pass
and buried another trey in a 16.9-second flur-
ry in the final minute, allowing Phoenix to
overtake visiting Orlando. Booker drilled a 26-
footer to get the Suns within one with 52.9
seconds left. Then, he stole a Markelle Fultz
pass and buried another from behind the arc,
giving Phoenix a 96-94 lead with just 36 sec-
onds to go. Seeking a third straight win,
Orlando had two subsequent chances to tie,
but Nikola Vucevic had the ball stolen by
Ricky Rubio, and after the Suns guard made it
a three-point game by sinking one of two free
throws, Evan Fournier misfired on a 3-pointer
with nine seconds to go.

MILWAUKEE BUCKS 127 - 
SACRAMENTO KINGS 106

Khris Middleton recorded 27 points and 11
rebounds to help Milwaukee post a victory
over host Sacramento. The Bucks (34-6)
achieved the top 40-game start in franchise
history, one win better than the 1970-71 team
led by Hall of Famer Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. Eric
Bledsoe scored 24 points and Donte
DiVincenzo added a career-high 18 for the

Bucks. Giannis Antetokounmpo had 13 points,
10 rebounds and five assists, and Sterling
Brown had 11 points and a season-best 12
rebounds for his first career double-double.
De’Aaron Fox registered 19 points, 10 assists
and four steals, and Harrison Barnes also
scored 19 points for the Kings, who lost to the
Bucks for the seventh straight time. Buddy Hield
tallied 16 points, Nemanja Bjelica added 12
points and 13 rebounds, Trevor Ariza con-
tributed 11 points and nine rebounds and Harry
Giles III had 10 points.

LOS ANGELES CLIPPERS 109 - 
GOLDEN STATE WARRIORS 100

Kawhi Leonard scored 21 of his 36 points in
the second half, leading Los Angeles to a
come-from-behind victory over visiting
Golden State. The Clippers overcame a 10-
point, fourth-quarter deficit despite playing
without All-Star Paul George, who sat out after
aggravating a left hamstring strain in practice
earlier this week. George, who initially sus-
tained the injury against the Detroit Pistons on
Jan. 2, is also expected to miss Los Angeles’
road game against the Denver Nuggets today.
Leonard, who converted 14 of 25 shots from
the floor, also had nine rebounds, five assists
and three steals. Lou Williams scored 21 points
for the Clippers. Omari Spellman and Glenn
Robinson III scored 17 apiece for the Warriors,
who lost for the seventh consecutive game.
Alec Burks added 16 points and a team-high
eight rebounds.

MEMPHIS GRIZZLIES 134 - 
SAN ANTONIO SPURS 121

Jaren Jackson Jr. scored 24 points and Dillon
Brooks and Ja Morant added 22 each, as surg-
ing Memphis played its best basketball in the
fourth quarter and defeated visiting San
Antonio. Jonas Valanciunas totaled 21 points,
Morant also had 14 assists, and De’Anthony
Melton and Brandon Clarke scored 13 and 10
points, respectively, for Memphis. The Grizzlies
play their next four games at home and eight of
their next 11 games are against teams with los-
ing records. DeMar DeRozan scored a season-
high 36 points for the Spurs while LaMarcus
Aldridge and Bryn Forbes had 21 points each
and Rudy Gay added 13 points for San Antonio.

BROOKLYN NETS 117 - MIAMI HEAT 113
Caris LeVert hit two key 3-pointers in the

final minutes and Spencer Dinwiddie posted 26
points and a game-high 14 assists as host
Brooklyn snapped a seven-game losing streak
by rallying to defeat Miami. Miami, which got a
game-high 33 points and nine rebounds from
Jimmy Butler, led 109-100 with 5:09 left in the
fourth quarter before Brooklyn rallied. Heat cen-
ter Bam Adebayo showed his versatility with 22
points, six rebounds and seven assists. LeVert
had missed seven of his first eight 3-pointers
before connecting late. This was just his third
game back since missing eight weeks due to a
thumb injury. His second 3-pointer — with 69
seconds left — gave Brooklyn a 112-111 lead.
The Nets did not trail after that. — Reuters

DALLAS:  Delon Wright #55 of the Dallas Mavericks handles the ball during the game against
the Los Angeles Lakers at the American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas. — AFP

Serena races into
Auckland final
against Pegula
AUCKLAND: Serena Williams delivered a
masterclass in her semi-final at the WTA
Auckland Classic yesterday, needing only 43
minutes to down rising star Amanda Anisimova
and set up a showdown against Jessica Pegula.
The unsung and unseeded Pegula stunned
Caroline Wozniacki in a three-set semi-final 3-
6, 6-4, 6-0.

Top-seed Williams, at her imperious best,
rapidly eliminated third-seed Anisimova 6-1, 6-
1. It highlighted the gulf between the 38-year-
old, the women’s tennis figurehead for the past
two decades, and the next generation of play-
ers led by the 18-year-old Anisimova.

The mother of two-year-old Olympia said
she had been working hard to juggle tennis and
motherhood as she targets a 24th Grand Slam
at the Australian Open later in the month. She
was all power and precision as she dominated
the centre of the court and moved the teenager
around, running down Anisimova’s drop shots
and blunting opportunities for the young player
to unleash her telling forehand. 

“I was definitely in the zone today. I knew I
was playing a really great player and an even
better person and I knew I had to come out
serious,” Williams said. “It feels really good.
I’ve been working hard for a couple of years,
my daughter’s only two, I tend to be really hard
on myself but considering everything, I’m doing
pretty good.”

Former World number one Wozniacki, who
has announced she will retire after the Australian
Open, arrived at her penultimate tournament
determined to win in Auckland at her seventh
attempt to add to her 30 WTA titles.

Instead, it was the 25-year-old Pegula, the
world 82nd-ranked player who won her only
WTA title at the Washington Open last year,
who came out on top.  The unseeded Pegula
was broken twice when losing the first set
before adopting an aggressive approach that
fifth-seed Wozniacki had no answer for. 

She wore the Dane down in the second set
and then won every game in the third.  “I knew
if I was going to play defensive I was not going
to win that battle, she’s like the best in the
world at that, so I had to step in and take my
chances and trust my game,” said Pegula, the
daughter of NFL Buffalo Bills owner and natu-
ral gas magnate Terry Pegula.

“Caroline’s had an amazing career and I
know she’s retiring so I’m glad I got to play her
before she retires and I’m happy to get the win
and really excited to be in the final.”  Wozniacki
has one chance left to win a title in Auckland
when she partners Serena Williams in the dou-
bles final today. —AFP

Blades up fifth 
as McBurnie 
sinks Hammers
SHEFFIELD: Scotland’s Oliver
McBurnie fired Sheffield United into
fifth place in the Premier League as a
calamitous mistake and more VAR
drama condemned West Ham to a 1-
0 defeat at Bramall Lane on Friday.

McBurnie clinched the points in
the second half when the striker took
advantage of a blunder from
Hammers keeper David Martin,
whose errant pass was missed by the
equally culpable Fabian Balbuena.

West Ham’s Robert Snodgrass
thought he had equalised in stop-
page-time, but the strike was contro-
versially ruled out on review after
VAR spotted a handball by team-
mate Declan Rice before he provided
the assist.

The Blades had gone three league
games without a win after successive
defeats at Liverpool and Manchester
City. But Chris Wilder’s side, enjoying
a remarkably successful first season
back in the top-flight, are now just
four points behind Chelsea in fourth.

Wilder tipped David Moyes to
ensure West Ham avoid relegation
following his arrival to replace the
sacked Manuel Pellegrini. But this
was a frustrat ing evening for
Moyes, who was beaten for the first
time after winning the opening two
matches of his second spell with
the club.

Moyes has a big task on his hands
with West Ham sitting 16th, just two
points above the relegation zone.
Earlier on Friday, Wilder signed a
contract extension that will keep him
at his boyhood club until 2024 and
he was given a rapturous reception
by Blades fans before kick-off.

The upbeat atmosphere nearly got
even more boisterous when Oliver
Norwood swung in the corner and
John Egan headed just over. West
Ham suffered a blow when goalkeep-
er Lukasz Fabianski appeared to
injure his hip while taking a goal-kick

in the 14th minute.
Fabianski, who looked distraught

as he hobbled off, had only just
returned from a three-month
absence with a hip problem. Martin
had deputised for some of Fabianski’s
time on the sidelines and he was
called on to step in again, with disas-
trous results.

Felipe Anderson should have lifted
West Ham when the Brazilian seized
on Egan’s misdirected header and ran
clear on goal, but he shot narrowly
wide of the far post. West Ham were
making their first visit to Bramall
Lane since 2007 and many of their
fans turned up in Carlos Tevez masks
in reference to the Argentine striker’s
crucial and controversial role in help-
ing their side avoid relegation at the
Blades’ expense 13 years ago.

Those travelling Hammers sup-
porters are hoping to avoid another
relegation dogfight, but they won’t
have been encouraged by their
team’s second half display. The
Blades nearly took the lead immedi-
ately after the interval when John
Fleck’s shot smacked into Pablo
Zabaleta and the loose ball rebound-
ed to the midfielder, who should have
done better than drill wide with an
open goal at his mercy.

But Wilder’s team only had to wait
until the 54th minute to open the
scoring. Martin tried to play a quick
goal-kick short to Balbuena, but the
wayward pass escaped the dozing
West Ham defender and Fleck
pounced, squaring the ball for
McBurnie to drill under the former
Millwall keeper for his fourth goal of
the season.

Martin had wept tears of joy when
he kept a clean-sheet on his West
Ham debut in their win at Chelsea
earlier this season, but there was
only pain etched on his face this time.
Blades keeper Dean Henderson made
a fine save from Manuel Lanzini’s
free-kick before denying the Italian
again with another good stop in a
tense finale.

And when Snodgrass beat
Henderson at the near-post in the
final seconds, West Ham’s celebra-
tions were curtailed in agonising
fashion as VAR intervened to chalk it
off for Rice’s handball. — AFP

Xavi on top of 
Barca wishlist 
DOHA: Barcelona have asked former
captain Xavi to take over from the
under-pressure Ernesto Valverde as
head coach, Spanish media reported
on Friday. The club’s sporting director
Eric Abidal has reportedly spoken to
the boss of Qatari side Al Sadd about
arriving on a two-year-deal, with
radio station Cadena Ser claiming the
former midfielder could return this
season if Valverde is sacked.

Al Sadd’s general manager Turki
Al-Ali refused to rule out a move
back to Barca for Xavi. “The issue of
Xavi going to Barcelona is normal

and expected because he will be at
his club and it’s his first home and he
must return there in the future, but
as of today, Xavi is the coach of Al
Sadd,” Al-Ali said in a statement.

“Xavi and his team are focusing on
tomorrow’s match against Al-Rayyan,
and we know that a club with the size
and professionalism of Barcelona will
take to official channels to speak of
such matters,” he added.

World Cup winner Xavi came
through the Catalans’ academy and
played 855 senior games for the
Camp Nou side. He joined Al Sadd as
a player in 2015 before being
appointed coach last July.

Valverde’s position is reportedly
under threat after the Spanish Super
Cup semi-final defeat by Atletico
Madrid on Thursday. — AFP


