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Rockets’ Harden hits scoring 
milestone in rout over Wolves

HOUSTON: James Harden became the 45th player in
NBA history to score 20,000 career points, as the
Houston Rockets rolled to a 139-109 victory over the
visiting Minnesota Timberwolves on Saturday. Harden
drilled a stepback 3-pointer with 6:30 remaining in the
first half to reach the milestone and finished with 32
points, 12 rebounds and eight assists. He also recorded
11 turnovers, all in the first half, but his wayward ball-
handling did little to stem the offensive onslaught.
Houston has won 21 of its last 25 meetings with the
Timberwolves, including 13 straight at home. The
Rockets blistered Minnesota despite playing without
center Clint Capela (heel) and losing forward P.J. Tucker
to a stinger early in the first quarter. The Timberwolves
were without center Karl-Anthony Towns for a 13th
consecutive game. Josh Okogie paced seven Wolves in
double figures with 16 points. Rookie Jarrett Culver
added 15 points, eight rebounds and five assists.

MILWAUKEE BUCKS 122 - PORTLAND 
TRAIL BLAZERS 101

Giannis Antetokounmpo recorded 32 points, 17
rebounds and six assists to help visiting Milwaukee roll
over Portland. Khris Middleton added 30 points, and
Eric Bledsoe scored 29 as the Bucks won for the eighth
time in the past nine games and reached the halfway
point of the season with a 35-6 record. That puts
Milwaukee on pace to win 70 games and surpass the
franchise-best 66-16 mark set by the 1970-71 squad
led by Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. Damian Lillard scored 26
points, and CJ McCollum added 20 as the Trail Blazers
lost for the eighth time in 10 games.

LOS ANGELES LAKERS 125 - OKLAHOMA 
CITY THUNDER 110

Kyle Kuzma scored a season-high 36 points as Los
Angeles won its eighth straight game. The Lakers led
by as many as 32 points in the second half, but the
Thunder cut the lead to just 11 with less than three min-
utes remaining before Kuzma hit back-to-back shots to

put the game firmly in control once again. Rajon Rondo
added 21 points and 12 rebounds for the Lakers. Danilo
Gallinari and Shai Gilgeous-Alexander scored 24 points
each to lead the Thunder, who lost for just the second
time in nine games.

MAVERICKS 109 - 76ERS 91
Luka Doncic and Dwight Powell scored 19 points

each as host Dallas used a dominating third quarter to
send Philadelphia to its fifth loss in its last seven games.
Dorian Finney-Smith scored 16 points as the Mavericks
erased a 12-point deficit in the first half and recovered
after trailing 50-41 at halftime by outscoring the Sixers
32-16 in the third quarter. Tobias Harris scored 20
points, and Josh Richardson and Al Horford added 16
each as the Sixers fell to 1-1 without Joel Embiid, who is
out for as much as two weeks following a finger injury
that required surgery this week.

BOSTON CELTICS 140 - NEW ORLEANS PELICANS 105
Jayson Tatum scored a career-high 41 points in three

quarters as host Boston crushed New Orleans to snap a
season-long three-game losing streak. Tatum shot 16 of
22 from the field with a career-best six 3-pointers, and
Enes Kanter added season highs of 22 points and 19
rebounds. Frank Jackson had a team-high 22 points off
the bench for the Pelicans, who lost for just the third
time in their last 10 games. Rookie Jaxson Hayes scored
a career-high 20 points, and Lonzo Ball (10 points, 13
rebounds) fell an assist shy of a triple-double.

CLEVELAND CAVALIERS 111 - DENVER NUGGETS 103
Collin Sexton scored 25 points, Kevin Love had 19

points and 15 rebounds, and Cleveland won at Denver.
Tristan Thompson had 18 points and 13 rebounds, Cedi
Osman had 11 points and 12 boards and Darius Garland
scored 18 for the Cavaliers. Jamal Murray scored 24
points, Nikola Jokic had 19 points and 12 rebounds and
Will Barton scored 18 points for Denver, which trailed
85-71 entering the fourth quarter but rallied to take a

brief lead with about five minutes to go before
Cleveland reasserted control.

BULLS 108, PISTONS 99
Zach LaVine had 25 points and six assists as visiting

Chicago snapped a six-game losing streak by defeating
Detroit. Chicago completed a sweep of the four-game

season series for the first time since the 2011-12 season.
Detroit center Andre Drummond was ejected with
10:42 remaining in the third quarter. Chicago rookie
Daniel Gafford scored an inside basket and was whis-
tled for a technical after saying something to
Drummond, who retaliated by throwing the ball off the
back of Gafford’s head. — Reuters

HOUSTON: Russell Westbrook #0 of the Houston Rockets shoots the ball against the Minnesota Timberwolves at
the Toyota Center in Houston, Texas.  — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ITALIAN CALCIO LEAGUE
Parma Calcio 1913 v US Lecce 22:45
beIN SPORTS

FRENCH LEAGUE
Lorient v Caen 22:45
beIN SPORTS

Tatum hits career-high 41 as Celtics stomp Pelicans

LONDON: Roberto Firmino’s strike ensured
Liverpool made a record-breaking start for one of
Europe’s top five leagues after beating Tottenham 1-
0 on Saturday, but ending a 30-year wait to win the
title is the only history Jurgen Klopp is interested in.

Klopp’s men have earned 61 points from a possi-
ble 63 in 21 games to streak 16 points clear at the top
and with a game in hand to spare over second-
placed Leicester.

There is now a 31-point gap between the sides
that contested last season’s Champions League final
as Spurs remain in eighth, nine points adrift of even
the top four. However, the European champions were
made to sweat by the side they beat in Madrid last
June as Son Heung-min and Giovani Lo Celso missed
the target with the goal gaping in the final 15 minutes.

“The problem is you don’t get anything for best
starts apart from numbers,” said Klopp. “If people
say in 50 years... it was the best start, cool, but the
only thing we are interested in is what we can get in
the summer. “That is not done yet because this
league is so strong, because we face so many strong
opponents. “The moment when we have enough
points that nobody can catch us anymore, then we
start talking about it. Until then I couldn’t be less
interested.”

Lo Celso’s miss left Jose Mourinho on his knees in
anguish and the honeymoon period for the Tottenham
manager is already over after just two wins in their
last eight games in all competitions. The Portuguese’s
game plan to cede possession to Liverpool before
the break backfired, but he still believed his side
deserved at least a point for their onslaught in the
final quarter.

“Liverpool have worked with this coach for five
years. The players are totally adapted physically to
the football he wants to play,” said Mourinho. “If we
try to play the way we did in the last 20 minutes from
the start, I think we would collapse because the play-
ers are not used to this style. “We knew that (Erik)
Lamela, Giovani, in the last 25-30 minutes they could
turn the game. I think we deserve more.”

Mourinho sprang a huge surprise with his team
selection as Japhet Tanganga was handed his Premier
League debut in defence. The 20-year-old was
forced into action straight away as he blocked
Firmino’s goalbound effort before Alex Oxlade-
Chamberlain struck the post inside four minutes.

Spurs will be without Harry Kane for most of
the remainder of the season after the England cap-
tain underwent surgery on a torn hamstring.
Mourinho responded to Kane’s absence by utilis-
ing Lucas Moura and Dele Alli in attack as he sat
back and hoped to catch the European champions
on the break.— AFP

Klopp cares only 
for titles, not 
records as Liverpool 
streak further clear SAN FRANCISCO: Derrick Henry rushed for 195 yards

and completed a dazzling touchdown pass to Corey
Davis as the Tennessee Titans reached deep into their
bag of tricks to shock the top-seeded Baltimore Ravens
28-12 in the NFL playoffs. 

Henry has carried the Titans on his back in the post-
season and their star pulled off the trick play of the play-
offs so far on Saturday by connecting on a three-yard
jump pass with Davis for a third-quarter touchdown.
“Watch us work,” said Henry, who is the first player in
NFL history with 180 or more rushing yards in three
consecutive games.  “We don’t do too much talking.
We’re just going to work and believe in each other. That’s
our mentality, to come out here and work. That’s our
mindset, focus on business.” The Titans advanced to next
weekend’s AFC championship game at the winner of
Sunday’s game between Houston and Kansas City. 

Ear l ier, the  San Francisco 49ers  ha l ted the
Minnesota Vikings’ giant-killing run, also moving to
within one win of a Super Bowl berth with a ruthless
27-10 playoff victory.

When they weren’t handing the ball off to Henry, the
Titans were taking advantage of Lamar Jackson’s
turnovers in front of 71,000 fans at M&T Bank Stadium.
“I had a lot of mistakes — three turnovers. That shouldn’t
happen,” Jackson said. “But they came out to play, and
we started off slow. We just got to do better next time.”

Jackson completed 31 of 59 passes for 365 yards, one
touchdown, the two interceptions and a lost fumble. He
rushed for 143 yards on 20 carries.

Jackson’s unheralded counterpart, quarterback Ryan
Tannehill, ran for a touchdown in the third quarter, finish-
ing off a short six-play drive with a one-yard scamper to
give Tennessee a 28-6 lead. He improved to 3-0 as a
playoff starter. Jackson supplied the magic and force for
the Ravens this season, throwing 36 touchdowns and

rushing for a quarterback-record 1,206 yards, but he was
unable to solve Tennessee’s defense. 

It was no secret the Titans planned to give the ball
over and over to Henry, who carried the sixth-seeded
Titans to a stellar 20-13 upset of the third-seeded New
England Patriots last weekend. 

Henry, 26, rushed for a team playoff record 195 yards,
carried 30 times and caught two passes against the
Ravens with his longest run being 66 yards.

With 6:54 left in the third on third-and-goal from the
three, Henry took the direct snap and paused behind the
line before jumping high to throw a perfect strike to
Davis.  “Just trying to find the right time to call it and use
it,” coach Titans coach Mike Vrabel said of the trick play.
“It was very well executed.”

The Ravens set a record this season with 3,296 rush-
ing yards but the Titans beat Baltimore at their own
game, rushing for 217 yards compared to only 185 for
Baltimore. The host 49ers advanced to a home NFC
championship showdown against either the Seattle
Seahawks or Green Bay Packers, who meet today, with a
relentless defensive display to throttle the Vikings
offense led by quarterback Kirk Cousins.

San Francisco running back Tevin Coleman rushed for
two touchdowns while quarterback Jimmy Garoppolo
finished with 131 passing yards to claim victory in his first
career playoff game. Cousins, the hero of last week’s
upset over the New Orleans Saints, was given a torrid
time, sacked six times by a rampant Niners defense.

“I was pumped for the defense,” said 49ers head
coach Kyle Shanahan. “When you see how well the
defense is playing it makes it so much easier. I think our
whole team fed off it.” Garoppolo marched the 49ers 61
yards in eight plays and found Kendrick Bourne with a
three-yard touchdown pass. But the Vikings equalized
when Cousins found Stefon Diggs for a 41-yard touch-
down pass.

That was as good as it got for the Vikings offense as
the 49ers benefited from a slice of fortune to regain the
lead. San Francisco dominated the second half, extending
their lead to 17-10 in the third quarter with a 35-yard
Robbie Gould field goal and then exploiting a Richard
Sherman to set up Coleman’s second touchdown for a
24-10 edge. Gould added his second field goal from 21
yards to complete the scoring at the start of the fourth
quarter.— AFP

Titans shock Ravens, 
49ers sink Vikings 
in NFL playoffs

BALTIMORE:  Quarterback Lamar Jackson #8 of the Baltimore Ravens carries the ball against the defense of the
Tennessee Titans during the AFC Divisional Playoff game at M&T Bank Stadium in Baltimore, Maryland.  — AFP

MADRID: Barcelona remain hopeful they can persuade
former player Xavi to make a dramatic return as coach
immediately rather than in the summer, according to
reports in the Spanish press yesterday.

Xavi is currently in charge of Qatari team Al-Sadd, who
confirmed on Saturday he has held talks with Barca. 

The Spaniard who won pulled the strings at the heart of
Barcelona’s midfield in their golden era admitted it is his
“dream job” to take charge of the Catalans.  Barcelona’s
sporting director Eric Abidal and chief executive Oscar
Grau met Xavi on Friday in Qatar and then again on
Saturday night following Al-Sadd’s Qatar Cup semi-final
win over Al-Rayyan. 

According to Spanish sports daily Mundo Deportivo,
Abidal and Grau have offered Xavi the chance to replace
Ernesto Valverde immediately, even if Xavi’s preference
would be to wait until the end of the season. 

“The preferred thinking of Xavi would be to arrive at
Camp Nou in the summer, a message he has transmitted,”
Mundo reported yestarday. “Negotiations remain open
and the possibility has not been discarded of him signing
imminently.”  The suggestion on Saturday had been that
Xavi would make a decision as early as yestarday, with
terms and contracts already drawn up between the club.

Another Spanish sports daily Diario AS reported that
Xavi will take his time to decide, while noting that with
“every passing minute it seems to become more difficult
for Xavi to say no to the offer of joining immediately”. 

Xavi’s situation is complicated by the fact he would like
to lead Al-Sadd in the Qatar Cup final, which will be
played on January 17.  It would also be a daunting task to
join Barcelona mid-season. The team are level on points in
the league with Real Madrid and face a tough last-16 tie in
the Champions League next month against Napoli.

There is also the club’s political situation to consider,
with Xavi believed to be key to the hopes of presidential
candidate Victor Font, ahead of the club elections due next
year. “It’s a difficult decision,” wrote El Pais yesterday. “If
he accepts, he is put under the wing of a weak leadership,
with elections due in 2021. But if he says no, he may be
criticised for refusing to return home.” Xavi is also said to
want to show respect to Valverde, who has overseen
Barcelona winning two La Liga titles in his two seasons in
charge.  But Champions League collapses against Roma
and Liverpool have not been forgotten and poor perform-
ances in recent weeks have prompted fears of a repeat. 

Barca were beaten 3-2 by Atletico Madrid on Thursday
in the Spanish Super Cup in Saudi Arabia.  “I respect
Barcelona, I respect Valverde and I respect my club and
I’m doing my job here,” Xavi said on Saturday.  “I’m
focussing on Al-Sadd. Yes Abidal is my friend, I met him
many times,” he continued. “They were here to talk to me
and we discussed many things. And they were here to
check on Ousmane Dembele.  “I cannot inform you too
much, just that I met Abidal and he is my friend.” 

But Xavi added: “I cannot hide that it’s my dream to
coach Barcelona, I said it many times.” 

French international and Barcelona forward Dembele
has been in Qatar for treatment on a hamstring injury. 

The 39-year-old Xavi, who won the World Cup with
Spain in 2010, came through Barcelona’s academy and
played 855 senior games for the club. 

After an emotional farewell, he joined Al-Sadd as a
player in 2015 before being appointed coach last July. 

Asked about talks between Barca and Xavi, Al-Sadd’s
sports director Muhammad Ghulam Al-Balushi told the
Qatar-based BeIN broadcaster: “I will not deny that.
There are negotiations with Xavi and everyone is talking
about them... but I can say that Xavi so far is at Al-Sadd.

“The final decision is in the hands of Al-Sadd’s manage-
ment, in the hands of the manager and the hands of
Barcelona’s management.” — AFP

Xavi favours summer 
return, Barca want 
immediate move 

Xavi


