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INDEPENDENCE: There’s no debating
LeBron James’ greatness. That’s a slam
dunk. He’s won two NBA titles, a pair of
Olympic gold medals, four NBA MVP
awards, universal respect of his peers,
and the adulation of millions of basket-
ball fans worldwide. At 31, and at the
peak of his career, James has earned it
all. And, something else - a reputation as
a coach killer. James’ calculating image
wasn’t helped when the Cleveland
Cavaliers stunningly fired David Blatt on
Friday, despite Blatt leading the team to
the NBA Finals last season and an
Eastern Conference-best 30-11 record
this season. 

James has played for three coaches
during his two stints in Cleveland, with
Tyronn Lue, the team’s top assistant pro-
moted by general manager David Griffin
to take over his talented squad, the
fourth Cavaliers coach to work with him.
Unlike his predecessors, Lue is already
on solid footing with James, who
respects the 38-year-old former point
guard. Blatt, on the other hand, seemed
doomed from the start. It was no secret
that James and Blatt weren’t always in
sync. Their relationship was analyzed
from the moment James decided to
leave Miami and return to Cleveland. 

Blatt was plucked from Europe last
year by owner Dan Gilbert, who hoped

James and Blatt would grow together
when in fact they were a bad match
from the outset. James referred to his
coach as simply “Blatt” during much of
last season, and any interaction between
them seemed forced and insincere.
During timeouts, James often spoke to
Lue without making eye contact with
Blatt. There was the moment in Phoenix
when James put his hands on Blatt and
re-directed him off the floor. And, of
course, James famously said he changed
a play Blatt drew up during the closing
seconds of a playoff game against
Chicago before hitting a buzzer-beating
jumper.

Blatt learned that coaching one of the
planet’s best players has its drawbacks.
“He had the most scrutinized job that
you could possibly have,” Los Angeles
Clippers coach Doc Rivers said. “I think
the reward for coaching LeBron is you
get scrutinized. It really is, it’s hard.  They
have a great record, the best in the East,
and you get fired for it.” Griffin was quick
to defend James, saying any notion the
12-time All-Star pulled the strings was
wrong. “LeBron doesn’t run this organi-
zation,” Griffin said. “LeBron is about this
organization. 

This narrative that somehow we’re
taking direction from him, it’s just not
fair. It’s not fair to him, in particular, but

frankly, it’s kind of not fair to me and our
group anymore. I know what something
that’s not right looks like.” A source close
to James told the Associated Press that
the star didn’t have any inkling that Blatt
would be fired until he and his team-
mates met with Griffin, who said he
made the move because he sensed this
title-chasing team was disconnected.

“There’s a lack of spirit and connect-
edness that I just couldn’t accept,” Griffin
said. “And frankly, halfway through the
season, I think we have the time to right
the ship. “I know that sounds crazy when
we’re sitting with a 30-11 record. I under-
stand that. But we were 30-11 with a
schedule that was reasonably easy. And
I’m judging a lot more than wins and
losses.” Blatt’s firing stunned his coach-
ing colleagues, including Dallas’ Rick
Carlisle, president of the National
Basketball Coaches Association. “I’m
embarrassed for our league that some-
thing like this could happen,” Carlisle
said. “It’s just bizarre. It just leaves you
with a bit of an empty feeling. Because
Blatt’s a great guy and he did a great job
there.”

Coincidentally, Blatt was fired the
same day Golden State coach Steve Kerr,
his counterpart in last season’s Finals,
returned to the Warriors after a long
leave of absence following complica-

tions from two back surgeries. Before he
was hired by Cleveland, Blatt inter-
viewed to be on Kerr’s staff. Kerr was dis-
appointed by Blatt’s ouster. “It’s a tough
business when you go 30-11 and you

get fired, you get to the Finals the year
before,” Kerr said. “It’s a shame. He’ll land
on his feet. He’s a great coach. He’ll have
plenty of success ahead of him.” And
James behind him.— AP 

Turnover: LeBron drops another coach as Cavs fire Blatt

PHILADELPHIA: Cleveland Cavaliers coach David Blatt pats LeBron James on the
chest at the end of an NBA basketball game against the Philadelphia 76ers in
Philadelphia. — AP 

OAKLAND: Stephen Curry banked in a shot from
midcourt with a hand in his face at the halftime
buzzer and finished with 39 points to help coach
Steve Kerr win his season debut in the Golden State
Warriors’ 122-110 victory over the Indiana Pacers on
Friday. Kerr returned from a leave of absence dating
to Oct 1 for complications following two back surger-
ies, and defending champion Golden State delivered
for him by winning its 38th straight home game at
Oracle Arena to match the 1985-86 Celtics for third-
longest home winning streak all-time. The Warriors
are 20-0 at home this season. Curry added 12 assists
and 10 rebounds for his second triple-double of the
season and seventh of his career. He also became the
first player in NBA history to make 200 3-pointers in
four straight seasons.

Myles Turner scored a career-high 31 points and
grabbed eight rebounds for the Pacers.

SPURS 108, LAKERS 95
Manu Ginobili scored a season-high 20 points,

Kawhi Leonard added 18 and the San Antonio Spurs
beat the Los Angeles Lakers for their 13th consecutive
victory. Kobe Bryant scored five points on the 10th
anniversary of his 81-point game against Toronto, still
the second-highest scoring performance in NBA his-
tory. While the Lakers honored Bryant during the
game with highlights of his 2006 effort, Ginobili was
the one putting on a throwback performance. The
Argentine veteran, who is nearly 13 months older
than the 37-year-old Bryant, went 9 for 10 with four
rebounds and four assists while the Spurs rolled to
their 20th win in 21 games overall. D’Angelo Russell
scored 18 points for the Lakers, who have lost five
straight and nine of 10.

RAPTORS 101, HEAT 81
Newly elected All-Star Kyle Lowry kissed a fan on

the forehead after accidentally falling on her, then
gave the Toronto Raptors a boost in a victory over the
Miami Heat. Lowry was trying to save a loose ball ear-
ly in the first quarter and toppled out of bounds. He
landed on top of the woman, who was sitting in the
first row and didn’t appear to be hurt. Lowry then
gave her a kiss, and she smiled as he returned to the
court. He finished with 15 points and six assists as
Toronto won its season-high seventh in a row. DeMar
DeRozan scored 33 for the Raptors. Chris Bosh had 26
and Dwyane Wade 22 points for Miami.

HORNETS 120, MAGIC 116, OT
Kemba Walker had 40 points and nine assists, and

Spencer Hawes made a go-ahead 3-pointer with 17
seconds left in overtime to rally the Charlotte Hornets
past the Orlando Magic. Victor Oladipo scored 29
points for the Magic, who have lost five straight and
nine of 10. Tobias Harris added 22 points, and Nik
Vucevic had 15 points and 12 rebounds. In breaking a
10-game road losing streak, the injury-riddled
Hornets overcame an 18-point deficit in the fourth
quarter by outscoring the Magic 22-3 over a seven-
minute stretch. Oladipo then hit a tying 3-pointer
with 5.3 seconds left.

JAZZ 108, NETS 86
Gordon Hayward had 21 points, nine assists and

four rebounds, Rodney Hood scored 16 points, and
the Utah Jazz cruised past the Brooklyn Nets. Trevor
Booker added 13 points and 10 rebounds for the Jazz,
who pulled away in the third quarter by shooting 16
for 22 from the field and outscoring Brooklyn 37-17.
Bojan Bogdanovic had 14 points and Willie Reed had
12 for the Nets, who have lost five consecutive games,
and 10 of their last 11. Brooklyn also remained winless
(0-4) against Northwest Division opponents this sea-
son.

CELTICS 110, BULLS 101
Isaiah Thomas scored 22 points and the Boston

Celtics held off a furious rally in the fourth quarter to
beat the Chicago Bulls. Avery Bradley added 21
points, and Jared Sullinger finished with 18 points
and 12 rebounds as the Celtics ended a two-game
losing skid. The victory also gives Boston a 2-1 win in
the season series with the Bulls. The Celtics were up
by 15 points at the half before seeing their lead drop
all the way to a point in the fourth quarter. Jimmy
Butler led Chicago with 28 points and 14 rebounds.
Derrick Rose added 27 points, and Pau Gasol finished
with 18 points and 11 rebounds. The Bulls have lost
six of their last eight.

CLIPPERS 116, KNICKS 88
DeAndre Jordan scored 20 points on 7-for-7

shooting, Chris Paul had 16 points, 13 assists and six
rebounds, and the Los Angeles Clippers routed the

New York Knicks. The duo hooked up on a few alley-
oops during the game as Jordan didn’t have to work
hard to improve his NBA-leading field-goal percent-
age to 72.1 percent. Paul Pierce finished with 13
points as the Clippers rebounded from Thursday’s
115-102 loss in Cleveland to win for the 12th time in
14 games. Los Angeles shot 56.6 percent from the
field. Carmelo Anthony scored 16 points, but shot just
4 for 12 for the Knicks (22-23), who were trying for a
third straight win that would have moved them over
.500. Kristaps Porzingis shot even worse, going 4 for
17 while finishing with 13 points and eight rebounds.

ROCKETS 102, BUCKS 98
James Harden scored 30 points and the Houston

Rockets ended a two-game skid with a win over the
Milwaukee Bucks. The Rockets closed the third quar-
ter with a 14-2 run to turn a one-point game into a
double-digit lead entering the fourth. They were up
by 12 when the Bucks went on a 14-4 run, that started
with consecutive dunks by Giannis Antetokounmpo
and Michael Carter-Williams and ended with a 3-
pointer by Khris Middleton, to cut the lead to 100-98

with 6.9 seconds left. But Trevor Ariza made a pair of
free throws after that to secure the victory. Middleton
and Greg Monroe scored 21 points each for the
Bucks, whose three-game winning streak ended.
Ariza added 19 points for the Rockets, who were play-
ing without Dwight Howard, who sat out after sprain-
ing his left ankle Wednesday night.

THUNDER 109, MAVERICKS 106
Kevin Durant scored 24 points in the former Texas

star’s first game in Dallas in almost two years, and the
Oklahoma City Thunder extended their winning
streak to a season-best seven games by holding on
against the Mavericks. Russell Westbrook had 16
points, eight rebounds and seven assists for the
Thunder, who almost blew a 17-point lead in the
fourth quarter before improving to 13-2 since a
Christmas Day loss to Chicago. Chandler Parsons led
Dallas with 26 points and nearly extended an NBA-
record streak of four straight overtime home games.
His desperation 3-pointer bounced off the rim just
before the buzzer. It was the last of three potential
tying 3s in the final 35 seconds for Dallas.— AP 

Warriors welcome 
coach with a win

OAKLAND: Joe Young #1 of the Indiana Pacers looks to pass around Shaun Livingston #34 and
Festus Ezeli #31 of the Golden State Warriors at ORACLE Arena on January 22, 2016.—AFP 

Eastern Conference
Atlantic Division

W L PCT GB      
Toronto 28 15 .651 -       
Boston 23 21 .523 5.5   
NY Knicks 22 23 .489 7       
Brooklyn 11 33 .250 17.5  
Philadelphia 6 38 .136 22.5  

Central Division
Cleveland 30 11 .732 -       
Chicago 24 18 .571 6.5   
Indiana 23 20 .535 8       
Detroit 23 20 .535 8       
Milwaukee 19 26 .422 13      

Southeast Division
Atlanta 26 18 .591 -       
Miami 23 21 .523 3       
Washington 20 21 .488 4.5   
Orlando 20 22 .476 5       
Charlotte 20 23 .465 5.5   

Western Conference
Northwest Division

Oklahoma City 33 12 .733 -       
Utah 19 24 .442 13      
Portland 19 26 .422 14      
Denver 16 27 .372 16      
Minnesota 13 31 .295 19.5  

Pacific Division
Golden State 40 4 .909 -       
LA Clippers 28 15 .651 11.5  
Sacramento 19 23 .452 20      
Phoenix 13 31 .295 27      
LA Lakers 9 36 .200 31.5  

Southwest Division
San Antonio 38 6 .864 -       
Memphis 25 19 .568 13      
Dallas 25 20 .556 13.5  
Houston 23 22 .511 15.5  
New Orleans 15 27 .357 22      

NBA results/standings
Charlotte 120, Orlando 116 (OT); Boston 110, Chicago 101; Utah 108, Brooklyn 86; LA Clippers 116, NY Knicks 88;
Toronto 101, Miami 81; Houston 102, Milwaukee 98; Oklahoma City 109, Dallas 106; Golden State 122, Indiana 110;
San Antonio 108, La Lakers 95.

ABU DHABI: Rory McIlroy (left) of Northern Ireland looks for his ball in a bush near
the ninth fairway during round three of the fog-delayed Abu Dhabi Golf
Championship yesterday. — AP 

ABU DHABI: World number three Rory
McIlroy turned around his disappointing out-
ing in the space of two holes and finished
the weather-interrupted second round just
two shots behind leader Andy Sullivan in the
$2.7 million Abu Dhabi HSBC Golf
Championship yesterday. Early-morning fog
on Friday at Abu Dhabi Golf Club had forced
suspension of play that caused the second
round to be completed yesterday. The start
was once again delayed, this time by two
hours and 50 minutes.

McIlroy, playing alongside world number
one Jordan Spieth and number six Rickie
Fowler, came back to complete his remain-
ing five holes, and was still without any
birdie and one-over for the round when he
stepped on the 17th tee. “I said, let’s finish 3-
3 and I was able to that,” said McIlroy, who
made a birdie on the par-4 17th and then
smashed a laser-guided five-wood second
shot that almost holed out for an albatross.

The Northern Irishman tapped in for an
eagle to finish on two-under par 70. “I knew I
needed something and I knew I wanted to
finish well and I knew 18 was a chance and
17 playing downwind, I would have a wedge
in there. So I knew I had a couple of good
chances. “But I didn’t quite expect to do it
on 18 there. That was a nice way to finish,”
said McIlroy, who finished tied for second
place alongside first-round leader,
American amateur Bryson DeChambeau
(72). “It was an average round to be fair but
that’s the thing, even when you’re not really
at your best, to be able to come away with a
70 and still keep within it up of the leaders,
I’m really happy with that.” Spieth (73)
parred his last five holes to remain at three-
under par, while Fowler (68) started with a
bogey on the 14th hole, but added a couple
of birdies on the 16th and 18th to be tied
11th at six-under par. The cut was applied at
one-under par 143.— AFP 

Late birdies boost 
World No McIlroy

TEMPE: Cornerbacks might have the tough-
est job in the NFL. They are expected to shad-
ow a receiver, who knows where he’s going
while the defender doesn’t, and the rules are
stacked against them. Few truly excel at the
job. This season, Arizona’s Patrick Peterson
and Carolina’s Josh Norman might have been
the best, and they will be plying their trade in
the biggest game of their careers in Sunday’s
NFC championship game. Both made the
AP’s All-Pro team, and they are “very” similar,”
Cardinals coach Bruce Arians said. “They’re
different styles of defenses,” he said, “but
they’re long, they’re fast, they’re athletic and
they’re tough.”

Norman has the edge in statistics, but
Peterson’s are misleading. He’s shut down
some of the best receivers in the league in
one-on-one coverage, and quarterbacks sim-
ply stopped throwing in his direction.
Peterson has allowed two touchdowns this
season - one on broken coverage at Chicago
and the other, famously, on Aaron Rodgers’
Hail Mary to Jeff Janis at the end of regulation
in Saturday’s overtime victory over Green Bay.
Peterson and Carolina’s Cam Newton go back
to their SEC days, when Peterson played at
LSU and Newton at Auburn.

“You ask yourself what can’t he do,”
Newton said. “He’s fast, he’s physical and
when the ball is in the air, he’s not thinking to
bat it down, he’s thinking that’s his ball, and
you just have to have respect for a guy like
that.” Arizona quarterback Carson Palmer was
equally complimentary of Norman. “He’s got
that build that I think everybody’s looking for,”
Palmer said, “really long, gets a good exten-
sion with his arms, plays with his hands really,
really well. He’s got top-end speed. He
doesn’t go for a deflection; he goes for the
football and gets a deflection out of it, or an
interception. He comes up in the run game
and makes plays. If anybody reminds you of
Richard Sherman, I think it’s him.”

Norman had 55 tackles, three forced fum-

bles, two fumble recoveries and four inter-
ceptions. All four came in the first four games
of the season, and he returned two of them
for touchdowns. “Josh Norman is a premier
cornerback,” the Cardinals’ Larry Fitzgerald
said. “There’s a reason he’s going to be the
highest-paid free agent come this offseason.
Whatever team he goes to, I hope it’s in the
AFC, so we don’t have to deal with him. ... You
watch him on tape, there’s nothing that you
say, oh he struggles with this or he’s deficient
at this. There’s nothing that shows you that.”

Peterson, who had a 100-yard interception
return negated by a penalty last weekend,
has made the Pro Bowl each of his five NFL
seasons. But he had a subpar 2014, when he
was a bit overweight and was diagnosed with
diabetes. This year, he’s noticeably slimmer
and faster. “Last year definitely wasn’t my best
year, and this year it’s just getting back to
Patrick Peterson, for the most part,” he said.
“I’ve been All-Pro before. I’ve been recognized
as one of the best cornerbacks before, been
to five Pro Bowls, so it’s not a shock or sur-
prise that I’m getting my recognition back.”
Just what their exact roles will be on Sunday
is something of a mystery. Peterson usually
goes against the opponent’s best receiver.
That would be tight end Greg Olsen, and that
seems an unlikely matchup, given Arizona’s 3-
4 defensive scheme and the way the
Cardinals have defended tight ends all sea-
son.

And don’t expect Norman to go against
Fitzgerald. Norman rarely defends a player
who lines up in the slot, where Fitzgerald usu-
ally is. “We’re going to do things according to
situational football and we’ll see how it plays
out,” Carolina coach Ron Rivera said. But there
will be plenty of work for Norman. The
Arizona offense features a trio of talented
receivers and Arians loves to have his team
throw long. “I’m licking my chops,” Norman
said. “I have my ears pinned back and ready
to run. I’m anticipating it.—AP

Championship game features 
two of NFL best cornerbacks


