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Australia
outclass
Finland

in Davis Cup
semis
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THE GUARDIAN - Austra-
lia eased into the Davis Cup
final for the second succes-
sive year with a ruthless,
efficient 2-0 win over Fin-
land on Friday evening in
Malaga.

In the opening rubber,
Alexei Popyrin produced
his first live Davis Cup
win, steadying his nerves
through an extremely tense
opening set before beating
Otto Virtanen 7-6 (5), 6-2.
Alex de Minaur then closed
out the tie with an excellent
performance, defeating
Emil Ruusuvuori 6-4, 6-3
to take Australia back to
the final.

“You don'’t take anything for
granted in Davis Cup,” said
Lleyton Hewitt, Austra-
lia’s Davis Cup captain. “It
doesn’t matter the format.
So we knew coming here
every match was going to
be extremely tough. You
only have a day to prepare
for your next opponents, as
well, which isn’t easy.”

As was the case in Finland’s
opening tie, the large Finn-
ish expat community in
the surrounding area en-
sured that their presence
was felt in the José Maria
Martin Carpena Arena as
they filled out the stands
in their thousands, bel-
lowing their chants right
until the end. Their ener-
gy was particularly effec-
tive against Popyrin as he
struggled to control his
nerves in the opening set.
When it mattered, though,
the Australian found his
powerful first serve and
subdued Virtanen with his
greater weaponry, earning
the landmark win under
immense pressure.

“It's nerves that I have nev-
er experienced before in
my life, the nerves playing
the first tie, the first rubber
of a Davis Cup, winning my
first live rubber of a Davis
Cup,” said Popyrin. “I just
had to keep my head steady
and just really focus on my
serve and try to capitalise
on opportunities when
they came.”

Finland’s presence in the
semi-finals has been a
shock in itself, but an even
greater surprise was the
team upsetting defending
champions Canada with-
out their No 1 player, Ruu-
suvuori, who sat out the
tie with a shoulder injury.
It was clear that against
Australia, though, a win
would be nearly impossible
without their only top-150
singles player. Ruusuvuori’s
shoulder had recovered
enough for him to compete
but he could not serve at
full power.

Over their 95 minutes, De
Minaur worked Ruusuvuori
around the court with his
depth, defence and willing-
ness to take on short balls
and control the point from
inside the baseline.

AFC Champions League preview:

Persepolis looking to resurge at Al Nassr;
Sepahan facing Air Force test
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Three Persian Gulf Pro
League clubs will be in ac-
tion on Matchday 5 when
the AFC Champions League
returns after the interna-
tional break.

Having already missed out
on a top-two finish in Group
D with a couple of games to
spare, Nassaji Mazandaran
will only fight for its reputa-
tion against Mumbai City -
bottom of the group without
a point - at Tehran’s Azadi
Stadium on Tuesday.
However, there will be all
to play for on the preceding
night for the other two Ira-
nian top-flight giants, with
Persepolis visiting Riyadh to
take on Al Nassr and Sepa-
han hosting Iraqi side Air
Force Club in Tehran.
Plagued by injuries and a flu
virus in recent weeks, Yahya
Golmohammadi’s Persepolis
will be chasing a first victory
across all competitions since
the 2-0 home win against
Tajikistan’s on October 24,
though the game against the
star-studded Saudi club and
in-form Cristiano Ronaldo
will arguably provide the
most demanding test for the
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Nassr eased to a 3-0 victory Al Nassr is top of the table  likely to go through thanks  a knockout berth alive. Jose Morais’s men, howev-  Portuguese head coach
over Al Akhdoud in the Sau-  in Group E and is favorite  to a three-point advantage er, bounced back in style, Morais will be desperate
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NBA rOundup . points while Alperen Se-  defeated visiting Chicago

. - . ngun and two more team-  Bulls 121-108.
Balanced Scorlng llfts Bucks past leards mates added double-dou-  Tyrese Haliburton had 26
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REUTERS - Brook Lopez,
Giannis Antetokounmpo
and Damian Lillard each
eclipsed 30 points as the
Milwaukee Bucks improved
to 3-0 in in-season tourna-
ment play with a 131-128
win over the visiting Wash-
ington Wizards.

It’s the first game in Bucks
franchise history in which
three players had 30 points
or more. Lopez tied his
career high with 39, while
Antetokounmpo (nine re-
bounds) and Lillard (10 assists)
each had 31.
Washington had four
20-point scorers, led by
Milwaukee native Jordan
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tetokounmpo made two  ington’s Landry Shamet tential game-tying 3-point  Elsewhere, Jalen Green = OG Anunoby scored 26 the in-season tournament
free throws before Wash-  air-balled a wide-open, po-  attempt. scored a team-high 25  points and Toronto Raptors ~ with a 3-1 record.



