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The curtain was brought down
on the tightest Persian Gulf Pro
Leaguetitleraceinyearson Thurs-
day, with Persepolis claiming a re-
cord-extending eighth title - 15th
inthelraniantop-flight.

Fifteen years to the date after a
96th-minute winner had seen
Persepolis beat Sepahan 2-1 to
overtake its opponent for the top
spot on the final day of the season,
the Reds again pipped the Isfah-
an-based club to the Pro League
crown, thankstoa4-0awayvictory
over NassajiMazandaran.
Needingmaximumpointsin Qaem-
shahr’s Vatani Stadium to secure
the title, Persepolis supporters had
their stress eased early on this time
around when Ali Nemati’s ham-
mered home from close range with
lessthantwominutesintothegame
after a Mehdi Torabi’s set-piece
endeduponthefullback’sboot.
Nassaji centerback Mehrdad Abdi
received his marching orders for
a second bookable offense in the
15th minute and Saeed Sadeqi
doubled the lead for Persepolis
with a composed finish right be-
forethehalf-hourmark.
Persepolis kept dominating
the contest until Soroush Rafiei
bagged the third goal with a sub-
lime strike from behind the box in
the 75th minute and Milad Sarlak,
who scored the first goal of the
campaign for Persepolis, fired in
from long range three minutes lat-
er to round off a season of twists
and turns for the Tehran-based
Redsinstyle.

When a Mohammad Karimi’s last-
gasp strike gave Sepahan a 1-0
win against Persepolis in Tehran
backin March, the Reds’ title quest
lookedintatters,astheyfelltothird
in the table - four points behind
thenleaderSepahan.

However, a remarkable run of sev-
en successive wins after the Per-
sian New Year’svacations - includ-
ing a massive one-goal triumph
overarchrival Esteghlal in the Teh-
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Persepolis captain Omid Alishah lifts the trophy as Persepolis players celebrate winning the Persian Gulf Pro League title at the Shahid Vatani Stadsium, Qaemshahr, Iran, on May 18, 2023.
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ran derby - propelled Persepolis
to a sixth league trophy in seven
years.

“We didn’t give up after the Sepa-
han defeat and moved on with as-
piration. We set a benchmark for
other players and managers, and
Persepolis is definitely the team to
be inspired by as a role model for
the rest of the league,” said Perse-
polis manager Yahya Golmoham-

madi,whohasnowwontheleague
three times since taking over mid-
waythroughthe2019/20season.
Persepolis remains on course for
a second double in four years and
will take on Havadar in the Hazfi
Cuplast-fouron Thursday.

“Our season is not finished yet and
we'll start preparing for the Hava-
dar game tomorrow. ['ve told my
players that the next game is the

mostimportantofthe season forus
and I just hope we can keep up the
recentmomentum until wewinthe
HazfiCup,” Golmohammadiadded.

San’atsurvives

There was all to play for in Ker-
man'’s Shahid Bahonar Stadium as
Sepahan, trailingthetopbyasingle
point,was craving for the Reds’slip
while Mes Kerman hoped a draw

would be enough for the host to
avoidrelegation.

Milad Zakipour's strike for Sepah-
an five minutes after the break did
little to uplift the away fans in Ker-
man, who had heard about Perse-
polis’s two-goal lead at halftime,
but it was surely music to the ears
for San’at Naft Abadan supporters,
whose team was level on points
with Mes prior to Thursday’s visit

to Golgohar Sirjan, needing to bet-
ter Mes Kerman'’s result to move
outoftherelegationzone.
Shahriyar Moghanlou tapped in
a second goal for Sepahan in the
90th minute to finish as the league
topscorerwith 13 strikes.

Hassan Moradifar pulled one
back for the home side but it was
too little too late as Farzad Hos-
seinkhani’s side is back in the sec-
ond-tier league after one season,
while Sepahan was left ruing the
1-1home draw against Malavanin
April, in which the host conceded
the equalizer with four minutes
fromnormaltime.

In Sirjan, when Mehdi Mamizadeh
netted the winner for San’at Naft
in the first minute of the stoppage
time, the survival mission was ac-
complished for head coach Abdol-
lah Veisi.

San’at was eight points adrift of
the safety zone when Veisi was
appointed to the job in March, but
made the most of Mes Kerman's
wobble by collecting 12 points in
a six-game unbeaten run - includ-
inga 1-1 draw against Esteghlal in
Tehran.

Elsewhere, the shocking result of
the day camein Tehran’s Azadi Sta-
dium, where Mehdi Qaedi scored
a hat-trick and Abolfazl Jalali, Mo-
hammad-Hossein Moradmand,
Arash Rezavand, and Ja’far Salma-
ni were also on the scoresheet as
Esteghlal thrashed fourth-place
Tractor7-1.

In Ahavaz, Saeed Vase’ei and Mo-
hammad-Amin Hazbavi scored
inside nine minutes to give Foolad
Khuzestan a two-goal lead against
Aluminium Arak, only to see their
lead canceled out thanks to late
goals by Mohammadreza Azadi -
from the spot-and RezaJabireh as
itfinished 2-2.

Zob Ahan and Havadar shared the
spoils in a six-goal thriller in Isfah-
an, while Paykan and Mes Rafsan-
janplayedtoa1-1drawin Tehran.
NaftMasjed Soleyman,whoserele-
gationhad been secured lastweek,
defeated Malavan 5-1.

‘Amazing’ Murray leads Nuggets rally

in 108-103 win over Lakers

AFP - Jamal Murray
scored 23 of his 37 points
in the fourth quarter as a
furious finale carried the
Denver Nuggets to a 108-
103 win over the Los An-

geles Lakers on Thursday  five

anda2-0leadintheirNBA
Western Conference final
series.

6 Nuggets’ Jamal Murray (27) shoots during a victory over the Lakers in Game 2 of the NBA Playoffs Western

17 rebounds and 12 as-
sists for the Nuggets, but
itwas Murraywhostarred
whenitmattered most.

He made six of seven
shots, including four of
from
range, playing all 12 min-
utes of a final period in
which Jokic and fellow

three-point

enough for a Nuggets
team thathad keptit close
but couldn’t find a way
past LeBron James and
the Lakers through the
first three periods at Den-
ver’s Ball Arena.

James and Austin Reaves
scored 22 points apiece
for the Lakers and Jap-

Conference Finals in Denver, CO, US, on May 18, 2023.
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Two-time NBA Most
Valuable Player Nikola Jo-
kic racked up another tri-
ple-doublewith 23 points,

starters Kentavious Cald-
well-Pope and Aaron Gor-
donwentscoreless.

Murray’s exploits were

anese reserve forward
Rui Hachimura delivered
a brilliant 21 points off
the bench, but the Lak-

Murray

game, basically”

ers couldn’t stem the tide
once Murray gotgoing.
The Lakers pushed their
lead to as many as 11 in
the second quarter before
coming up empty on 10
straight attempts - a dry
spell ended by James’s
drivingfinger-rolllayup.
James,whoalsohadninere-
bounds and 10 assists, then
found Hachimura for an
alley-oop dunk that put the
Lakersup53-48athalftime.
Anthony Davis made just
four of 15 shots on the
way to 18 points and 14
rebounds for the Lakers,
who nevertheless pushed
the lead back to 11 mid-
way through the third as
Jamescameupwithasteal
andraced foradunk.

But again the Nuggets
clawed back, pulling level
at74-74 onMurray’s pull-
upjumperwith 2:10leftin
the third, only for the Lak-
ers to pull away again to
lead by three, 79-76,going
intothefinal period.

With 9:21 left to play a
three-pointer
gave the Nuggets the lead
for the first time since the
first quarter - and they
wouldn’tfallbehind again.
“I think he was amazing,”
Jokic said. “When it mat-
tered the most, he made
shots and he won us the

champion.

possible,” he said.

Novak Djokovic.

BBC-Rafael Nadal will miss
the French Open for the
first time in 19 years after a
hip injury ruled out the re-
cord 14-time men'’s singles

The 36-year-old Spaniard,
who has won 22 major ti-
tles, also said he plans to
retireafterthe 2024 season.
“I didn’t make the decision,
my body made the decision.
To play Roland Garros isim-

“Next year will probably be
my lastyear. Thatis myidea.
If I keep going now I won’t
beabletomakeithappen.”

Nadal holds the joint record
number of men’s major tri-
umphs alongside Serbia’s
He has

ALEX SHARP/wimbledon.com

history.

Known as the ‘King of Clay’,
Nadal has won 112 of his
115 matches at the French

Open.

January.

land Garros.

until 11 June.

won 70 other ATP titles and
spent 209 weeks at world
number one - the sixth lon-
gest amount of time in ATP

However, the Majorcan left-
hander has not played since
sustaining the hip problem
at the Australian Open in

Nadal has been practising
inrecentweeks, butwasnot
fit enough to play a tourna-
ment in the run-up to Ro-

The French Open starts in
Paris on 28 May and runs

Nadal out of French Open, plans
retirementin 2024

“I'm still in the position
where I am not able to feel
ready to compete at the
standards I need to be to
playatRoland Garros.
“lamnotthe guywhowill be
at Roland Garros just to try
to be there and in a position
whereldon’tlike tobe.”
Nadal said he needs to stop
playing for the foreseeable
future in order to make a
full recovery and complete
aplannedfarewellseasonin
2024.

“I'will stop for a while, may-
be one month and a half,
maybe two months, may-
be three months or maybe
four months. I don’t know. I
do notlike to predict the fu-
ture,” hesaid.



