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LOS ANGELES: Zach Lavine poured in 29 points as the 
Chicago Bulls ended the Denver Nuggets’ eight-game 
home unbeaten streak with a 117-96 victory in Colorado 
on Wednesday. The Bulls, who are languishing just outside 
the play-in places in 11th place in the Eastern Conference, 
took control with a 36-point third quarter to upset the 
runaway Western Conference leaders.  

The Nuggets have been near-invincible in Denver this 
season, with a league-best 30-4 home record and were 
unbeaten in eight at their Ball Arena fortress before 
Wednesday. But a gutsy Chicago performance ended 
with Denver on the wrong end of a rare blowout as 
Lavine finished with 29 points from 12-of-18 shooting 
and Nikola Vucevic added 25 points with 14 rebounds. 
Denver’s reigning NBA Most Valuable Player Nikola 
Jokic was held to 18 points. 

In other games, Phoenix shrugged off the late injury 
absence of Kevin Durant - who had been due to make his 
home debut - to trounce the Oklahoma City Thunder 132-
101. Suns fans had been eager to get their first glimpse of 
Durant at their home venue since his blockbuster trade 
from Brooklyn last month. But the 34-year-old superstar 
was ruled out shortly before tip-off after rolling an ankle 
as he attempted a layup during the warm-up. 

 
Celtics bounce back 

In Durant’s absence, Devin Booker took center 
stage for Phoenix, erupting for 44 points with Terrence 
Ross adding 24 from the bench and Chris Paul chip-
ping in with 18. Phoenix coach Monty Williams said 
Durant had suffered an ankle sprain. “We have to wait 
and see how he responds to treatment and we’ll prob-
ably get some more imaging just to make sure we’re all 
on the same page,” Williams said. “He was out there 

working his tail off getting ready for the game and he 
twisted his ankle - that’s life.” 

In Boston, Jayson Tatum scored 30 points as the Celtics 
snapped their three-game losing streak with a 115-93 vic-
tory over the Portland Trail Blazers. Tatum spearheaded a 
superb all-round offensive effort for the Celtics, who had 
suffered a string of collapses during their recent mini-
slump which included defeats to Cleveland, the New York 
Knicks and Brooklyn Nets. But there was little sign of 
Boston’s problems persisting against Portland as the Celtics 
got back into the winning groove in decisive fashion. 

Boston, who were knocked out of first place in the 
Eastern Conference last week, led from early in the first 
quarter and never looked back, surging 27 points clear in 
the fourth before wrapping up an encouraging win. All of 
Boston’s starters finished in double figures with Tatum’s 
30-point haul leading the way while Derrick White added 
21 points. Al Horford finished with 17, Jaylen Brown added 
11 and Marcus Smart 10. At the other end, Boston’s defense 
restricted Damian Lillard to 27 points while only two other 
Portland starters broke single digits. 

 
‘On right track’ 

Tatum was satisfied Boston had managed to keep 
Portland at arm’s length following recent defeats where 
they blew big leads. “We were up 15 or so in the second 
and we kept that lead - we haven’t done that lately,” Tatum 
said. “In the third quarter we pushed the lead out and 
didn’t let them back in the game, which is something we’ve 
struggled with the last couple of games.” Boston now 
depart for a six-game road trip where they will look to 
build on Wednesday’s win.  

“We’ve got to get back on the right track,” Tatum said. 
“We slipped up a bit losing three in a row, and we’ve got to 

get back to playing how we know how to play.” In Florida, 
Cleveland held off a late rally on the road in Miami to extend 
their recent winning streak to three games. The Cavaliers, 

who are fourth in the Eastern Conference standings with a 
42-26 record, completed a 104-100 win thanks to 25 points 
from Darius Garland and 18 from Donovan Mitchell. —AFP 
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African heavyweights  
Mazembe facing CAF  
Cup humiliation 

 
JOHANNESBURG: Twice former winners TP 
Mazembe of the Democratic Republic of Congo are 
facing elimination from the CAF Confederation Cup 
after a 1-0 loss to US Monastir in Tunisia on 
Wednesday. The defeat, inflicted by a third-minute 
goal from Boubacar Traore, left the winners of 11 CAF 
titles third in Group D, four points behind second-
placed Young Africans of Tanzania. 

If Young Africans defeat already-qualified 
Monastir on March 19, Mazembe will suffer the humil-
iation of failing to make the knockout phase in the 
African equivalent of the Europa League. Mazembe 
last exited at the group stage in 2007. Subsequently, 
they won the competition twice in a row and were 
runners-up and semi-finalists in other appearances. 

The matchday four loss to Monastir was the third 
in a row for the Ravens after opening the group cam-
paign with a convincing home victory over Real 
Bamako of Mali. Mazembe began the 2022-2023 
African season in the elite CAF Champions League 
only to lose on penalties against Vipers of Uganda in a 
qualifier and be demoted to the Confederation Cup. 

The shock defeat to Vipers cost French coach 
Franck Dumas his job with former Mazembe captain 
Pamphile Kazembe taking charge. But Kazembe has 
been unable to halt the slide with the win over Bamako 
followed by a loss to Young Africans and two defeats 
by inexperienced African campaigners Monastir. 
Between 1967 and 2017, Mazembe won 11 CAF titles, 
an achievement matched by Zamalek and bettered 
only by another Egyptian club, Al Ahly, with 23. 

Young Africans missed a penalty at home to 
Bamako, but cruised to a 2-0 victory through goals 
from Fiston Mayele and Jesus Moloko. Mazembe are 
one of three former African champions hoping to suc-
ceed Renaissance Berkane of Morocco as winners of 
the Confederation Cup, and the other two had mixed 
fortunes. ASEC Mimosas of the Ivory Coast complet-
ed a double over Diables Noirs of Congo by winning 
1-0 in Brazzaville thanks to a Aubin Kramo goal. 

Victory lifted the Abidjan outfit, whose lone 
Champions League success came in 1998, to the top of 
Group B, one point above Rivers United of Nigeria. But 
Rivers will regain first place if they at least draw against 
visiting DC Motema Pembe on Thursday in a fixture 
delayed 24 hours because the Congolese experienced 
travel problems. FAR Rabat of Morocco, the 1985 
African champions, surrendered a nine-match unbeaten 
record spanning qualifying and Group C matches when 
they fell 2-0 to Future of Egypt in Cairo. —AFP 

Ukrainian refugees  
cheer FC Shakhtar  
to ‘forget the war’ 

 
WARSAW: Ukrainian club Shakhtar Donetsk, now 
playing in Poland due to Russia’s invasion, count on 
solid support from a unique set of fans: refugee 
children for whom each match is an escape and a 
source of national pride. Sergei Yeravoi, an 11-year-
old from Odessa, said “the team has been support-
ing Ukraine during these tough times and has been 
raising money for the army”. One of the lucky recip-
ients of a free ticket to see the football club in 
action, he dreams of playing professional football, 
calling Shakhtar “the best team in Ukraine”-better 
than arch-rivals Dynamo Kyiv. 

Dima Kovbasyuk, a teenager from the southern 
Ukrainian city of Kherson, said he liked Shakhtar 
because the team “supports Ukraine”. Kovbasyuk 
has been living in Poland for almost a year now, 
along with his mother and two brothers, but his 
father remains in Ukraine. “He’s defending our city 
and helping people,” the 13-year-old told AFP. Like 
others at the Warsaw Ukrainian School, Kovbasyuk 
wi l l  be in  the stands on Thursday to  cheer  on 
Shakhtar when it faces Dutch team Feyenoord in the 
first leg of the Europa League last 16. 

They will be able to watch the match in person 
thanks to a news site for Ukrainians in Poland giving 

away free tickets to refugee children, their parents and 
teachers. “It’s important that children fleeing the war 
can get some respite and a taste of normal life, that 
they can forget about the war for a second,” said the 
Inpoland site’s Ukrainian editor-in-chief Oleksandr 

Martyniuk. For the match against Feyenoord, the 33-
year-old former sports journalist has given more than 
1,000 tickets to Ukrainian schools across Poland. It 
was the third time he had distributed tickets donated 
free-of-charge by Shakhtar. —AFP 

Zach Lavine of the Chicago Bulls

Celtic maintain  
nine-point lead  

 
GLASGOW: Celtic came from behind 
to maintain their nine-point lead over 
Rangers at the top of the Scottish 
Premiership with  a  3-1  win  over 
Hearts on Wednesday. Rangers also 
conceded first at Hibs before running 
out 4-1 winners in Edinburgh with 
Antonio Colak on target twice. In the 
first of two meetings between the 
sides in four days, Hearts shocked 
Celtic Park when Josh Ginnelly head-
ed in on six minutes. However, Ange 
Postecoglou’s men reacted to protect 
their 100 percent record at home in 
the league this season. 

Daizen Maeda injured himself in 
bravely  d iv ing in  to  meet  Kyogo 
Furuhashi’s cross to level before half-
time. Furuhashi then put the Hoops in 
front with his 20th Premiership goal 

of the season before substitute Sead 
Haksabanovic sealed the three points. 
“We had to work hard for the points 
tonight as we weren’t at our fluent 
best,” said Postecoglou. “We looked 
disjointed (at) the start, but the boys 
have again shown a real ly strong 
mentality and scored three excellent 
goals to get the job done.” 

Rangers refused to give up the 
chase of their Old Firm rivals despite 
fal l ing behind early to Connor 
Goldson’s own goal at Easter Road. 
Hibs had been unbeaten in five but 
were blown away after James Tavernier 
quickly restored parity from the penal-
ty spot. Colak justified his selection by 
Michael Beale with a double either side 
of Fashion Sakala’s low drive to make it 
3-1. “The response was fantastic,” said 
Beale. “We scored four and could have 
scored double that.” Dundee United 
remain bottom of the table but closed 
to within three points of safety after a 
1-1 draw at Livingston. —AFP

Rangers’ German-born Croatian striker Antonio Colak

RENNES: Shakhtar supporters cheer their team during the UEFA Europa League play-off second-leg football match 
between Stade Rennais FC and Shakhtar Donetsk at the Roazhon Park stadium in Rennes, western France. —AFP 


