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LOS ANGELES: Ja Morant scored 41 points to
power the Memphis Grizzles to a third straight
NBA victory on Wednesday, a 104-99 come-
from-behind win over LeBron James and the Los
Angeles Lakers. Morant, whose last-second bas-
ket lifted the Grizzles to a 114-113 win over the
Phoenix Suns on Monday, scored a career-high
six three-pointers. He spearheaded the Grizzlies’
comeback from a 14-point third-quarter deficit,
delivering 25 points in the second half as Mem-
phis consolidated their fourth-place position in
the Western Conference.

The Phoenix Suns, meanwhile, tied the Golden
State Warriors atop the West with an 115-97 vic-
tory over the Oklahoma City Thunder. The Lakers
were ultimately undone by 18 turnovers in an
often sloppy performance that wasted a stellar
37-point effort from James. James, on the eve of
his 37th birthday, tied a career-high with eight
three-pointers and pulled down 13 rebounds.

Along with James’ 14th game this season of 30
or more points Russell Westbrook added a triple-
double with 16 points, 10 rebounds and 12 assists.
But when the Grizzlies offense warmed up in the
second half the Lakers couldn’t respond and lost
for the sixth time in seven games just a day after
ending a five-game skid. “I was taking what the
defense gave me and it turned out good for us,”
Morant said. “That’s normally how I attack every
game. Tonight was just my night.”

It was 22-year-old Morant’s second big game

against the Lakers this season, after he scored 40
points against them in October. “The guy is a true
superstar,” said Lakers coach David Fizdale, who
is standing in as head coach with Frank Vogel
sidelined by COVID. The Lakers had a chance to
tie it up in the waning seconds but couldn’t get a
shot off. “Ja was spectacular once again versus
us,” James said. “And we just lost a game we could
have won. “We’ve got to cut down the careless
turnovers, where literally you just turn the ball
over and there’s no pressure, no reason for it -
those are the ones that get us in trouble.”

In Phoenix, Devin Booker scored 38 points for
the Suns, who snapped a two-game losing streak
and match the Golden State Warriors for best
record in the league at 27-7. Booker, 25, became
the seventh-youngest NBA player to reach
10,000 career points as the Suns bounced back
from losses to the Warriors and Grizzlies. JaVale
McGee and Cameron Payne scored 16 points
each for the Suns.

LaVine leads Bulls
Ty Jerome scored 24 points to lead the Thun-

der, who have had five players sidelined by
Covid-19 since they fell to the Suns in Phoenix
last Thursday. Elsewhere, Chimezie Metu drained
a buzzer-beating three-pointer to lift the Sacra-
mento Kings to a 95-94 victory over the Dallas
Mavericks. Zach LaVine scored 25 points for
Chicago as the Bulls beat the short-handed At-

lanta Hawks for the second time in three days,
131-117. he Bulls pushed their winning streak to
five games against a Hawks team that was without
15 players due to Covid health and safety proto-
cols and injuries. The Los Angeles Clippers beat
the Celtics 91-82 in Boston, where Eric Bledsoe

scored 10 of his 17 points in the fourth quarter to
help the visitors get over the line. Marcus Morris
led Los Angeles with 23 points and 10 rebounds,
and Terance Mann and Luke Kennard scored 17
points apiece for the Clippers, who snapped a
two-game skid. — AFP 

Morant fires Grizzles
over James’s Lakers

MEMPHIS: Los Angeles Lakers guard Russell Westbrook #0 reaches out for the ball as Memphis Grizzlies guard
Ja Morant #12 falls to the ground at FedExForum on Wednesday. —AFP 

Nets’ Irving ‘where
I belong’ despite
vaccine holdout
NEW YORK: Kyrie Irving said Wednesday he’s grateful to be
back in training with the Brooklyn Nets and looking forward to a
return to the NBA despite his decision to forego a coronavirus
vaccine. “I missed it,” Irving acknowledged as he spoke to re-
porters for the first time since pre-season training camp. The All-
Star guard has yet to play this season, but the Nets this month
opted to welcome him back, even though his vaccination status
means he won’t be able to play home games at the Barclays Cen-
ter because of New York City’s vaccine mandate.

The Nets had said in October that they would not allow him
back until he could become a full-time player, but after a spate of
COVID and injury absences the team decided that having Irving
available for road games would be benefit enough. Irving, who
has tried to maintain his fitness with pickup games and solo train-
ing, admitted he felt nervous as he looked forward to getting back
on the court with his NBA peers.

But when he did, he said, he felt right at home. “This is where
I belong, this is where I’ve worked my entire life to be, so it was
like riding a bike, or being at the first day of school again, just
going back out there and I missed it,” Irving said. He is particularly
eager to see what he and fellow stars Kevin Durant and James
Harden can produce as the Nets try to build on their lead in the
Eastern Conference and, ultimately, challenge for a championship.

“We have a lot more left in the tank but obviously our age be-
tween us three, us being at a certain level of mastery in this game

is only going to last for a certain amount of time, so we want to
strike while the iron is hot,” Irving said. Nets coach Steve Nash
said Irving “looks great” for a player who hasn’t played all season.
In addition, he landed in the league’s COVID protocols a day after
the Nets announced he was returning, further limiting his practice
for more than a week.

Nash said the team would have to gauge Irving’s readiness, and
it’s not clear when his first game will be. For Irving, it can’t be soon
enough. “It’s felt like days have just been slowly being crossed off
the calendar while I’m sitting at home,” Irving said. — AFP 

Kyrie Irving

Simeone among five COVID cases

MADRID: Atletico Madrid coach Diego Simeone and for-
ward Antoine Griezmann have tested positive for COVID-
19, as the reigning La Liga champions announced five new
cases yesterday. Atletico said Simeone and 2018 World
Cup-winner Griezmann were asymptomatic and isolating
along with Koke, Hector Herrera and Joao Felix. La Liga ri-
vals Barcelona also confirmed three new cases, bringing
the total to at least nine at the Catalan club, with the league
set to resume this weekend after the winter break.
Barcelona’s Sergino Dest, Philippe Coutinho and Abde Ez-
zalzouli join the list of players infected, the club said, after
Ousmane Dembele, Clement Lenglet, Samuel Umtiti, Jordi
Alba, Gavi and Dani Alves tested positive. — AFP 

Osimhen tests positive for COVID

ROME: Nigeria striker Victor Osimhen is isolating after
testing positive for coronavirus for a second time, his club
side Napoli announced yesterday, with the Africa Cup of
Nations due to kick off in just over a week. The 23-year-
old, who is still recovering from surgery after suffering a
smashed cheekbone against Inter Milan in late November,
was tested before travelling to Italy for a check-up today.
Osimhen also tested positive for COVID last January after
returning from Christmas holidays in Nigeria. “Victor Os-
imhen has tested positive for COVID-19 but is asympto-
matic,” Serie A team Napoli said in a statement, without
specifying where the player currently is. — AFP 
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