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CHICAGO: The Washington Nationals have
Bryce Harper anchoring one of baseball’s
best lineups, and a glaring hole at the back of
their bullpen. The Boston Red Sox are enjoy-
ing life with Chris Sale, and missing David
Ortiz at times. The Chicago Cubs are search-
ing for answers for their pesky championship
hangover.

The Los Angeles Dodgers and Houston
Astros are looking down at the rest of the
majors right now, and it’s quite a gap at the
moment. With the All-Star Game in the
rearview mirror and the trade deadline inching
closer, the World Series favorites are as clear as
the beautiful blue waters of Miami that hosted

baseball’s best players for the past couple days.
The Dodgers and Astros are each on pace to
win 100-plus games, something that hasn’t
happened for two teams in a single season
since the St. Louis Cardinals and New York
Yankees in 2004.

“I don’t think there’s one key, but I think
that’s probably why we’re doing so well - is
that there’s not one specific thing you can
hone in on as to why we’re playing so well,”
Dodgers ace Clayton Kershaw said.

Los Angeles leads the majors with a 61-29
record, one game better than Houston and 7
1/2 ahead of second-place Arizona in the
loaded NL West. The Dodgers’ plus-163 run dif-

ferential is the best in National League history
at the All-Star break, according to STATS LLC.

Kershaw has been, well, Kershaw, and
Kenley Jansen remains one of the majors’ best
closers. But rookie Cody Bellinger has provided
an unexpected lift with 25 homers, and left-
hander Alex Wood is 10-0 with a 1.67 ERA.

“Every night it’s somebody different, and
that’s a sign of a good team,” Dodgers manag-
er Dave Roberts said. “It seems like I say depth
every single night, but that’s probably been
the biggest reason for our success.”

The Astros are feeling pretty good, too. Led
by All-Stars Carlos Correa, Jose Altuve and
George Springer, they top the majors in runs,

hits, home runs, RBIs and batting average.
Perhaps most importantly, they also have a
whopping 16 1/2-game lead in the AL West,
allowing them to go slowly with Dallas
Keuchel after the 2015 AL Cy Young Award
winner was shelved by a neck injury.

“You don’t think you’re going to play that
well but you don’t think you’re going to play
badly either,” Springer said. “I’ll take it.” A year
ago, the Cubs were in the same position as the
Dodgers and Astros, on top of the game head-
ing into the second half of the season. They
went on to their first World Series champi-
onship since 1908, but their title defense has
been one bumpy ride so far. —AP

Baseball chasing Dodgers, Astros on eve of second half

LAS VEGAS: Lonzo Ball #2 of the Los Angeles Lakers drives to the basket against Jonah Bolden #43 of the
Philadelphia 76ers during the 2017 Summer League at the Thomas & Mack Center on Wednesday in Las
Vegas, Nevada. —AFP

LOS ANGELES: Lonzo Ball’s dud of a debut is long forgotten. And on
Wednesday night, so were his Big Baller Brand sneakers. Now he has the
best game of the NBA Summer League - and another playoff game for a
chance to top it. Ball had 36 points, 11 assists, eight rebounds and five
steals to lead the Los Angeles Lakers to a 103-102 victory over the
Philadelphia 76ers in their opening game of the tournament stage. The No.
2 overall draft pick came back from a one-game absence - and did so wear-
ing Nike Kobe AD sneakers instead of a pair from the line that his father,
LaVar, is marketing for $495 a pair.  Then he brought the Lakers back from
a 15-point deficit to claim a spot in the round of 16 on Thursday against
No. 2 seed Cleveland. Ball was having an up-and-down start to his pro
career in Las Vegas. He was 2 for 15 from the field in an opening loss,
responded with a triple-double in another loss, then sat out the third game
with a sore groin as critics said he was avoiding having to face No. 5 pick
De’Aaron Fox in that game against Sacramento. Ball looked fine
Wednesday while playing against a Philadelphia team playing without
Markelle Fultz, the player drafted before Ball who is sitting out with an
ankle injury. The point guard from UCLA scored 28 points in the second
half, but the Lakers couldn’t get him the ball on an inbounds pass trailing
by one. Instead, Ivaca Zubac got free and was fouled with 4.6 seconds left,
making both free throws to give the No. 15 seeds the lead for good.

WARRIORS 77, TIMBERWOLVES 69
Patrick McCaw scored 26 points, Jordan Bell had another big defen-

sive effort and the Warriors won their opening game of the tournament
stage. After losing all three games of the preliminary round, the 22nd-
seeded Warriors avenged a loss to the Timberwolves in the sudden-
death second overtime a night earlier and advanced to a second-round
game against No. 6 Boston, which is 3-0 in Las Vegas. McCaw, a UNLV
product who started for the eventual NBA champions in the first round
while Kevin Durant was injured, was 10 for 16 from the field back on his
college campus. Bell, a second-round pick from Oregon whose rights

were acquired by the Warriors, had six points, 16 rebounds and three
blocked shots. He had 11 rebounds and six blocks in the final preliminary
game. C.J. Williams, who hit the winning basket in that matchup, topped
the No. 11 Timberwolves with 19 points.

SUNS 97, JAZZ 81
No. 4 pick Josh Jackson had 21 points and 15 rebounds to power

13th-seeded Phoenix into a round of 16 matchup with unbeaten
Memphis. Dragan Bender and Mike James each added 18 points for
the Suns (2-2), who will meet the fourth-seeded Grizzlies on Thursday.
Utah rested rookie Donovan Mitchell a night after his 37-point per-
formance and fell to 0-4. Eric Griffin had 18 points and 10 rebounds for
the No. 20 seed. 

KINGS 69, BUCKS 65
Skal Labissiere had 19 points and nine rebounds, Georgios

Papagiannis added 17 points and 13 boards, and short-handed
Sacramento advanced with its first victory. All-Rookie selection Buddy
Hield and No. 5 pick De’Aaron Fox sat out, then college player of the year
Frank Mason left after 4 minutes with an apparent ankle injury. But rook-
ie Justin Jackson from North Carolina shook off a 2-for-14 night from the
field to make two free throws with the game tied at 65 with 13.2 seconds
remaining, and the No. 19 Kings (1-3) moved on to a meeting with
unbeaten and third -seeded Dallas. Rashad Vaughn and Sterling Brown
scored 12 points apiece for the No. 14 Bucks (1-3).

PELICANS 105, HAWKS 95
Quinn Cook had 26 points, seven assists and five rebounds as New

Orleans picked up its first victory after three losses. Cheick Diallo and
Jalen Jones each added 21 points for the No. 24 seeds, who advance to
face No. 8 San Antonio. John Collins had 25 points and nine rebounds for
ninth-seeded Atlanta (2-2). —AP

Ball scores 36 for Lakers in 
NBA Summer League tournament

Griner produces 
10th career Dunk, as 

Mercury beat Atlanta
PHOENIX:  Brittney Griner had her 10th career dunk and
scored 28 points to help the Phoenix Mercury beat the
Atlanta Dream 89-84 on Wednesday night. Griner’s
offensive rebound and layup extended Phoenix’s lead to
85-82 with 44 seconds left.  After Elizabeth Williams’ bas-
ket at the other end, Diana Taurasi hit her sixth 3-pointer
with 12.1 seconds to go for a four-point lead. Taurasi fin-
ished with 20 points for Phoenix (11-6), which opened
the fourth on a 17-6 run for a 78-73 lead. Griner made all
10 of her free throws and Phoenix hit 22 straight free
throws - a franchise record for a single game - before
Camille Little missed with 2.9 seconds left. Layshia
Clarendon scored 21 points on 9-of-12 shooting and had
10 assists for Atlanta (8-9).  Brittney Sykes added 16
points, and Williams grabbed 10 rebounds. Atlanta start-
ed the third on a 19-9 spurt, with nine points by Tiffany
Hayes and six by Clarendon, for a 65-53 lead.

SUNS 83, STORM 79
Shekinna Stricklen made a career-high seven 3-point-

ers to equal a franchise record, accounting for all 21 of
her points in Connecticut’s victory over the Seattle
Storm. Stricklen was 7 of 10 from 3-point range. She
equaled Nykesha Sales’ team record from 2000. Jasmine
Thomas added 15 points, six assists and five steals to
help Connecticut (11-7) win its fifth straight. Jonquel
Jones had 14 points and 12 rebounds, and Alyssa
Thomas had 13 points, eight rebounds and five assists.
Breanna Stewart pulled Seattle to 78-77 with 3:18 left,
but the Storm’s next points came on Jewell Loyd’s bas-
ket with 31 seconds to go, making it 81-79. Connecticut
missed on its next possession, and Stewart was called for
an offensive foul with 10.6 seconds left. Courtney
Williams made two free throws with 9.4 seconds left for
a two-possession lead. Stewart had 22 points and eight
rebounds for Seattle (8-10). Loyd added 17 points and
six assists, and Sue Bird had 15 points and seven assists.

STARS 79, FEVER 72
Kayla McBride scored 18 points and Erika de Souza

had 14 points and seven rebounds as San Antonio beat
Indiana for its first road victory. Hamby added 13 points
and rookie Kelsey Plum had career highs of 12 points, six
rebounds and four assists for San Antonio (2-16).
Candice Dupree scored 14 points for Indiana (7-10). The
Fever set a franchise best on kids’ day with a crowd of
12,282.

SKY 90, WINGS 84
Allie Quigley made five 3-pointers and scored 22

points, Jessica Breland had 12 points and 12 rebounds,
and Chicago beat Dallas. Keisha Hampton added four 3s
and scored 12 points. Chicago (5-12) was 12 of 25 from
3-point range. Skylar Diggins-Smith led Dallas (9-11)
with 20 points, and Allisha Gray added 18. —AP
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