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Variant disrupts Americans’ holiday plans

Associated Press

Dave Fravel and his wife invit-
ed several relatives to their Cape
Cod home for Christmas to share
food, gifts and the togetherness
they’ve longed for during the
lonely daysofthe pandemic. They
were also looking forward to a ho-
liday sightseeing trip toNew York
City.

But the coronavirus spoiled all
those plans. With cases surging in
their state of Massachusetts and
the super-infectious omicron var-
iantracing around the world, they
feared spreading the virus even
before Fravel’s 18-year-old son,
Colin, came down with CO-
VID-19.

Rich England has been there
before. In the summer, when the
delta variant was surging, he said
no to a Christmastime vacation
with his parents and sister’s fam-
ily to London and Scotland. But
he, his wife and 2-year-old daugh-

ter are keeping plans for a four-
day trip from their home in Alex-
andria, Va., to Miami on Dec. 31.

“The safest thing todowould be
to say ‘OMG, we have to cancel,”
he said. “But there’s alot of letters
in the Greek alphabet — there’s
going to be variants after omi-
cron. You can’tjustrespond to ev-
ery single variant by shutting
down.”

For the second year in a row,
the ever-morphing virus presents
would-be revelers with a difficult
choice: cancel holiday gatherings
and trips or figure out ways to
forge ahead as safely as possible.
Many health experts are begging
peoplenottolet down their guard.

World Health Organization Di-
rector-General Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus put it starkly this
week when he said that “an event
canceled is better than a life can-
celed.” But pandemic fatigue is
real. And while travel restrictions

in some places have forced can-
cellations, many governments
havebeenreluctant toordermore
lockdowns, leaving decisions
about who to see and where to go
in the hands of individuals.
Complicating matters is the
mystery that surrounds omicron.
Scientists now know it spreads
fast — perhaps up to three times
faster than the delta variant. It al-
so seems to be better at evading
vaccines, although boosters rev
up protection, particularly
against hospitalization and death.
Butacrucial question remains:
Does omicron cause less severe
illness than delta? In the U.S,, in-
fections average around 149,000 a
day, and officials announced this
week thatomicron dethroned del-
ta as the dominant variant.
Fravel and his wife, Sue Malo-
mo, who are both software devel-
opers and have six children be-
tween them, are worried about

omicron and delta.

Fravel, 51, said they nixed their
trip to New York City because
“the thought of being in those big
crowds didn’t seem to make a
whole lot of sense.” Neither did
having lots of people at their
house. Typically, 20 to 25 people
filter through between Christmas
Eve and Christmas Day. But this
year, only the kids will come and
not all at the same time.

England, an energy lobbyist,
also weighed his options — and
decided a trip could be made. He
and his wife both got booster
shots, which reassures him,
though his daughter is too young
for the vaccine.

“We picked Miami in part be-
cause we would be able to eat ex-
clusively outdoors and then
spend timeonthebeachandatthe
pool,” he said. But even he is still
hedging: As of Tuesday evening,
they were “80/20 going.”

In 2 new studies, omicron appears to be milder variant

Associated Press

Two new British studies pro-
vide some early hints that the om-
icron variant of the coronavirus
may be milder than the delta ver-
sion.

Scientists stress that evenif the
findings of these early studies
hold up, any reductions in sever-
ity need to be weighed against the
fact omicron spreads much faster
than delta and is more able to
evade vaccines. Sheer numbers
of infections could still over-
whelm hospitals.

Note to readers

Stripes Lite will not publish
on Friday and Saturday, Dec.
24-25. The next Stripes Lite will
be sent on Sunday, Dec. 26.

Still, the new studies released
Wednesday seem to bolster earli-
er research that suggests omi-
cron may not be as harmful as the
delta variant, said Manuel Asca-
no Jr., a Vanderbilt University
biochemist who studies viruses.

“Cautious optimism is perhaps
the best way to look at this,” he
said.

An analysis from the Imperial
College London COVID-19 re-
sponse team estimated hospitali-
zation risks for omicron cases in
England, finding people infected
with the variant are around 20%
less likely to go to the hospital at
all than those infected with the
delta variant, and 40% less likely
to be hospitalized for a night or
more.

Thatanalysisincluded all cases
of COVID-19 confirmed by PCR

tests in England in the first half of
December in which the variant
could be identified: 56,000 cases
of omicron and 269,000 cases of
delta.

A separate study out of Scot-
land, by scientists at the Universi-
ty of Edinburgh and other ex-
perts, suggested the risk of hospi-
talization was two-thirds less with
omicron than delta. Butthat study
pointed out that the nearly 24,000
omicron cases in Scotland were
predominantly among younger
adults ages 20-39. Younger peo-
plearemuchlesslikelytodevelop
severe cases of COVID-19.

“This national investigation is
one of the first to show that Omi-
cron is less likely to result in CO-
VID-19 hospitalization than Del-
ta,” researchers wrote. While the
findings are early observations,

“they are encouraging,” the au-
thors wrote.

The findings have not yet been
reviewed by other experts, the
gold standard in scientific re-
search.

Ascano noted the studies have
limitations. For example, the
findings are specific to a certain
point in time during a quickly
changing situation in the United
Kingdom and other countries
may not fare the same way.

Matthew Binnicker, director of
clinical virology at Mayo Clinic in
Rochester, Minn., said that in the
Scottish study, the percentage of
younger people was almost twice
as high for the omicron group
compared with the delta group,
and that “could have biased the
conclusions to less severe out-
comes caused by omicron.”
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Putin urges West to act
fast on security requests

Associated Press

MOSCOW — Russian President Vladimir
Putin urged the West on Thursday to move
quickly to meet Russia’s demand for security
guarantees precluding NATO’s expansion to
Ukraine and the deployment of the military
alliance’s weapons there.

During a marathon annual news confer-
ence, the Russianleader welcomed talks with
the U.S. that are set to start in Geneva next
month, but warned the discussion focused on
Moscow’s demand needs to produce quick
results.

“We want to ensure our security,” Putin
said. “We put it straight: there must be no fur-
ther expansion of NATO eastward.”

Last week, Moscow submitted draft securi-
ty documents demanding NATO deny mem-
bership to Ukraine and other former Soviet
countries and roll back the alliance’s military
deployments in Central and Eastern Europe.

AKkey principle of the NATO alliance is that
membership is open to any qualifying coun-

try. The U.S. and its allies have said they won’t
give Russia the kind of guarantee on Ukraine
that Putin wants.

Moscow presented its demand amid soar-
ing tensions over a Russian troop buildup
near Ukraine that has stoked fears of a pos-
sible invasion. President Joe Biden warned
Putin in a conference call earlier this month
that Russia will face “severe consequences”
if it attacks Ukraine.

During his news conference, Putin ac-
cused the West of trying to make Ukraine
“anti-Russia, constantly beefed up with mod-
ern weapons and brainwashing the popula-
tion.”

He said Russia can’t keep living in constant
anticipation of looming security threats
posed by possible deployment of Western
weapons in Ukraine.

He argued that Western weapons could en-
courage hawkish forces in Ukraine to attempt
to regain control over Russia-backed separa-
tist regions by force.

DOD cuts stateside cost-of-living
allowance for thousands in 2022

By CorEY DICKSTEIN
Stars and Stripes

Thousands of U.S. troops will lose a month-
ly cost-of-living stipend beginning Jan. 1 be-
cause fewer locations across the lower 48
states qualified as excessively expensive liv-
ing areas, according to a Pentagon announce-
ment Wednesday.

The Defense Department will pay out
about $8.5 million to some 6,000 service
members living in six metro areas and 20
non-metropolitan counties within the Conti-
nental United States in 2022, the Pentagon
said Wednesday. Some 48,000 service mem-
bers will drop from receiving the supplement
after 15 metro areas and 21 non-metropolitan
counties were removed from the list of qual-
ifying locations.

The Pentagon, by law, relies on a contrac-
tor to provide cost data for each of its military
housing areas, which is compared to the na-

tional average, DOD said in its announce-
ment. Areas qualify for the cost-of-living-ad-
justment subsidy if non-housing costs are de-
termined to be at least 8% higher than the na-
tional average.

Categories that determine cost data in-
clude transportation, goods and services, fed-
eral income taxes, sales taxes and miscella-
neous expenses, according the Pentagon. Da-
tais also adjusted based on access to commis-
saries and military exchange stores.

The metro areas that qualified for the CO-
LA supplement next year are New York City,
Long Island and Staten Island in New York;
Nantucket, Mass.; Boulder, Colo.; and San
Francisco. New York City’s 6% COLA pay-
ment will be the largest in 2022, dropping
from 7% this year. Long Island and San Fran-
cisco were the next highest, with troops in
those locations set to receive a 3% adjustment
next year.

US to expand its
Afghan aid to
help ease crisis

The Washington Post

The Treasury Department on Wednes-
day issued new licenses to loosen sanctions
restrictions on assistance to Afghanistan,
following a wave of appeals from aid orga-
nizations, lawmakers and others to prevent
economic collapse and mass starvation.

The licenses expand the definition of al-
lowed humanitarian assistance to educa-
tion, including salary payments to teachers,
and permit a broader use of U.S. funds re-
ceived by aid organizations working inside
the country.

The United Nations and international fi-
nancial institutions have warned that pro-
hibitions of economic dealings with the Ta-
liban, and the freezing of Afghanistan’s $10
billion in foreign reserves — most of it held
in the United States — have brought the
country to the brink of disaster.

The Biden administration, joined by
much of the world, has said that the militant
government that took over the country in
August cannot be recognized unless it en-
sures the human and civil rights of all Af-
ghanistans, including minorities and wom-
en, and breaks ties with terrorist organiza-
tions such as al-Qaida.

But the abrupt cessation of foreign-aid
funding that provided 40% of all govern-
ment revenue and more than 75% of all pub-
lic spending has brought most banking and
commerce to a halt and left many without
jobs or working without paychecks amid a
prolonged drought, the ravages of the coro-
navirus pandemic and the onset of Afghan-
istan’s harsh winter.

Last week, dozens of U.S. lawmakers and
former top U.S. military and diplomatic offi-
cials who served in Afghanistan joined the
United Nations and humanitarian organiza-
tions in appealing for changes in adminis-
tration policy.

Secretary of State Antony Blinken told re-
porters Tuesday that the administration is
“looking intensely at ways to put more lig-
uidity into the Afghan economy, to get more
money into people’s pockets, and doing that
with international institutions, with other
countries and partners, trying to put in
place the right mechanisms to do that in a
way that doesn’t directly benefit the Taliban
but does go directly to the people.”

Stars and Stripes digest is produced by the news desk at our central office in Washington, D.C. The internet address is: http://slite.dma.mil. You may contact us by calling
(202) 886-0003 or by sending an email to SSCcopydesk@stripes.osd.mil. Visit Stars and Stripes online at stripes.com.
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Navy seizes Iran arms likely going to Yemen

Associated Press

DUBAI, United Arab Emir-
ates — The U.S. Navy said it
seized alarge cache of assault ri-
fles and ammunition being
smuggled by a fishing ship from
Iran likely bound for war-rav-
aged Yemen.

U.S. Navy patrol ships discov-
ered the weapons aboard what
the Navy described as astateless
fishing vessel in an operation
that began Monday in the north-
ern reaches of the Arabian Sea
off Oman and Pakistan. Sailors
boarded the vessel and found
1,400 Kalashnikov-style rifles
and 226,600 rounds of ammuni-
tion, as well as five Yemeni crew
members.

It’s just the latest interdiction
amid the grinding warin Yemen
that pits Iran-backed Houthi re-
bels against a Saudi-led military
coalition. Western nations and
U.N. experts have repeatedly
accused Iran of smuggling illicit
weapons and technology into
Yemen over the years, fueling
the civil war and enabling the
Houthis to fire missiles and
drones into neighboring Saudi
Arabia.

Iran has denied arming the
Houthis despite evidence to the
contrary.

In an unusually pointed move,
the statement late Wednesday
from the Navy’s Bahrain-based
Sth Fleet blamed Iran for send-

ing the weapons, saying the boat
was sailing along a route “histor-
ically used to traffic weapons
unlawfully to the Houthis in Ye-
men.”

“Thedirectorindirectsupply,
sale ortransfer of weaponstothe
Houthis violates U.N. Security
Council Resolutions and U.S.
sanctions,” the statement add-
ed.

Iran’s mission to the United
Nations did not immediately re-
spond to a request for comment
on the interception.

U.S. Navy patrol ships trans-
ferred the confiscated weapons
to the guided-missile destroyer
USS O’Kane before sinking the
fishing vessel because of the

“hazard” it posed to commercial
shipping. It said the Yemeni
crew would be repatriated.

American seizures of arms
bound for Yemen’s war, typical-
ly Kalashnikov rifles, machine
guns and rocket-propelled gre-
nade launchers, began in 2016
and have continued intermit-
tently. Yemen is awash with
small arms that have been
smuggled into poorly controlled
ports over years of conflict.

The Navy’s Sth Fleet said it
has confiscated some 8,700 illic-
itweapons so far this year across
the 2.5 million-square-mile area
it patrols, including the strategi-
cally important Red Sea and the
Persian Gulf.

USFJ resumes pre-travel
COVID tests for personnel

By MATTHEW M. BURKE
AND MARI Higa
Stars and Stripes

CAMP FOSTER, Okinawa —
U.S. Forces Japan re-imposed a
testing requirement for person-
nel heading to Japan on Thurs-
day after the country’s foreign
minister admonished the U.S.
military forbreachingits border
protection measures.

Japanese Foreign Minister
Yoshimasa Hayashi expressed
“deep regret” to USFJ com-
mander Lt. Gen. Ricky Rupp
that a unit of Marines was not
tested for COVID-19 before it ar-
rived on Okinawa aboard a U.S.
government flight.

The newly arrived Marines
were quarantined at Camp Han-
sen but permitted base access
for five days before being tested,
Hayashi said at a Wednesday
news conference in Tokyo.

Marine Corps Installations
Pacific on Dec. 17 said “multi-
ple” Marines in the group had
tested positive for COVID-19,
the coronavirus respiratory dis-
ease. By Thursday, that cluster
had grown to 227, up from 180 on
Monday, Chief Cabinet Secreta-

ry Hirokazu Matsuno said at a
news conference that morning.

USFJ said the Hansen cases
have prompted U.S. officials to
“pre-arrival testing for all SOFA
members within 72 hours of
flights departing for Japan,” ac-
cording to a statement emailed
to Stars and Stripes by spokes-
woman Yukiko Date.

USFJ acknowledged Hayash-
i’s complaint but said it followed
guidance from the Centers for
Disease Control and Preven-
tion, the Defense Department
and Indo-Pacific Command
whenit discontinued pre-depar-
ture testing in September.

So far, neither the Marines
nor Japanese authorities have
said the Hansen Marines have
contracted the coronavirus’
highly transmissible omicron
variant.

Ten local cases of omicron,
however, all with connections to
the Marine Corps, have been re-
ported by Okinawa officials
since Friday. The Public Health
Department reported four omi-
cron cases on Thursday, along
with 21 other coronavirus infec-
tions.

o Marines accused of trying
to smuggle pot into Japan

By MATTHEW M. BURKE
AND MARTI Higa
Stars and Stripes

CAMP FOSTER, Okinawa —
Three Okinawa-based Marines
were indicted last month in Ja-
panese courts for allegedly at-
tempting to smuggle cannabis
into the country through the
mail.

Cpl. Deshane Fox and Lance
Cpl. Alfred Johnson were for-
mally charged Nov. 9 in Naha
District Court on suspicion of
violating Japan’s Cannabis
Control Act, a spokeswoman
from the Naha District Public
Prosecutors Office told Stars
and Stripes by phone Wednes-
day.

A third Marine, Cpl. Nicholas
Garner, in a separate case was
indicted Nov. 25 on two counts
of violating the control act, the
spokeswoman added Thursday.

In the case against Fox, the
spokeswoman said customs of-
ficials intercepted a parcel with
just over a quarter-pound of
marijuana and about 42 grams,
less than 1/Sth of an ounce, of
cannabis liquid that was sent
April 14 from California by uni-

dentified people

The package was intercepted
April 21 when it arrived at the
Camp Kinser post office, she
said.

“They did not succeed in
what they tried to do,” the spo-
keswoman said. Some govern-
ment officials in Japan custom-
arily to speak to the media on
condition of anonymity.

On June 7, a package ad-
dressed to Garner that con-
tained 2 liters, or a half-gallon,
of cannabis liquid and nearly a
quarter-pound of cannabis ar-
rived at Camp Foster, the spo-
keswoman said. It is unclear
when that parcel was intercept-
ed and by whom.

The package was sent from
Nevada on May 26 by unidenti-
fied individuals, the spokeswo-
man said.

Garner had a small amount of
cannabis flower and liquid on
him when security forces con-
fronted him June 3 at his resi-
dence on Foster, the spokeswo-
man said. He was indicted on
two counts of violating Japan’s
Cannabis Control Act and one
count of violating customs law.
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McConnell courts Manchin to join GOP

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Mitch
McConnell is done with subtle-
ties. The Senate Republican
leader is putting his party’s
courtship of Joe Manchin on full
public display after the West
Virginia Democrat’s fractious
split with the White House over
the president’s big social and
environmental spending pack-
age.

McConnell says Manchin
“feelslike aman alone” and if he
were to switch parties, “he
would be joining a lot of folks
who have similar views on a
whole range of issues.”

Whether Manchin is open to
McConnell’s appeal — he has
consistently said he still sees
himself as a Democrat — is un-
certain. But it is clear that if he
were to switch, it would funda-

mentally alter the balance of
power in Washington as well as
seriously threaten Joe Biden’s
legislative prospects for the rest
of his presidency.

McConnell dangled the pros-
pect of Manchin retaining his
prized Energy Committee
chairmanship during an inter-
view Wednesday and played up
the West Virginian’s growing
distance from Democrats in his
opposition to Biden’s package.

A flip by Manchin would give
Republicans control of the Sen-
ate and effectively end any
chance of Democrats being able
to get legislation or nominations
through on party-line votes.

The rift escalated after Man-
chin said over the weekend that
he couldn’t vote for the social
spending package that Demo-
crats have pitched as their top

domestic priority going into
next year’s elections.

“I cannot vote to continue
with this piece of legislation. I
just can’t. I've tried everything
humanly possible. I can’t get
there,” Manchin told “Fox News
Sunday.”

That prompted a sharply
worded response from White
House press secretary Jen Psa-
ki, who said Manchin had “in
person” given Biden a written
proposal that was “the same size
and scope” as a framework for
the bill that Democrats rallied
behind in October — and that he
had agreed to continue talks.

“We will continue to press
him to see if he will reverse his
position yet again, to honor his
prior commitments and be true
to his word,” Psaki said.

The White House had basical-

ly called Manchin “a liar,”
McConnell said in a radio ap-
pearance on the Hugh Hewitt
Show.

“It was astonishing. Usually
when you’ve got a member who
is a little bit out of sync with ev-
erybody else, you give them a lot
of love. They did exactly the op-
posite,” McConnell said.

West Virginia is still coal
country, and Manchin is chair-
man of the Senate Committee on
Energy and Natural Resources.
If he were to switch parties,
McConnell and the Republicans
could choose a new chairman.

“That’s something we have
talked to him about,” McConnell
said. “Obviously, I’'m sure he en-
joyed being a chair of the com-
mittee. It’s important to West
Virginia, and all of those things
are things we have discussed.”

Border agency to clean up wall construction sites

Associated Press

PHOENIX — U.S. Customs and Border
Protection has been authorized to start
cleaning up construction sites and close
small gaps in the southern border wall
nearly a year after President Joe Biden
took office and ordered building to stop.

Homeland Security Secretary Alejan-
dro Mayorkas said in a statement this
week that wall building projects begun by
the Defense Department within the Bor-
der Patrol’s sectors in California, Arizona

and parts of Texas will be turned over to
his agency so any safety and environ-
mental concerns can be addressed.

Work will include installing drainage
systems to prevent flooding, erosion con-
trol and slope stabilization, construction
and improvement of access roads and
removal of building materials that will no
longer be used.

It was unclear when cleanup and any
remediation work will begin. CBP will
also close any small gaps that remain

open from prior construction and finish
work on incomplete gates, including inop-
erable storm gates that need to open dur-
ing the rainy season.

Mayorkas said the Biden administra-
tion is still calling on Congress to cancel
any remaining border wall funding left
over from former President Donald
Trump’s time in office and instead fund
technology and other kinds of border se-
curity measures it considers more effec-
tive.

McDonald’s rationing begins as Japan struck by fry shortage

By ALEX WILSON

Stars and Stripes
Bad weather and global sup-
ply chain disruptions are leav-
ing McDonald’s restaurants in
Japan a few fries short of a
large combo, though restau-
rants on U.S. military bases

are, so far, unaffected.
McDonald’s Japan is limit-
ing diners throughout the
country to small orders of fries
from Friday through Dec. 30,
according to an announcement

Tuesday from the company.

McDonald’s managers at
Yokosuka Naval Base and Na-
val Air Facility Atsugi told
Stars and Stripes that the
shortages haven’t reached
their restaurants yet.

Fries may be in short supply
there soon, however, Minako
Takamune, general manager
at the Yokosuka McDonald’s,
said by phone Thursday .

“Hopefully, we’re not going
to be [limiting purchases], but

it may happen in a few days,”
Takamune said. “If we have
lots of customers, it might hap-
pen; but if there’s not a lot of
customers, we can continue to
serve medium and large siz-
es.”

Large-scale floods near the
Canadian port of Vancouver —
a transit point for shipping ser-
vices — and disruptions in the
supply chain caused by the
coronavirus pandemic are be-
hind the potato shortage, ac-

cording to McDonald’s Japan.

The company said it is limit-
ing fry orders for the week so
customers can still enjoy them
despite the shortage.

A shift manager at the At-
sugi McDonald’s, Nana Oda,
said the restaurant has no im-
mediate plans to limit fry or-
ders.

“We have a lot of french
fries, so we don’t have any lim-
itations,” she said by phone
Thursday.
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Backfiring car causes
scare at movie theater

F DAVIE — The sound

of a car backfiring
near a South Florida movie thea-
ter led police to evacuate movie-
goers following multiple reports
of an active shooter, authorities
said.

The incident happened Sun-
day night at the Cinemax movie
theater in Davie.

Davie police later told news
outlets that a passing vehicle’s
engine likely backfired, prompt-
ing the scare.

Police officers went theater-
to-theater inside the complex
and found no signs of a shooter,
officials said.

Squirrels force park to
reduce holiday lights

M ST. PAUL — A

troop of fat, hungry
squirrels has put the kibosh on a
downtown St. Paul park’s holi-
day lights display.

Friends of Mears Park had to
forgo the usual display this year
because squirrels chewed
through the lights’ wires last
year and the vendor refused to
put up with the headache and
cost again this year, the St. Paul
Pioneer Press reported Tues-
day.

The wires, it turns out, were
coated with polylactic acid, a de-
rivative of corn sugar, an ap-
pealing appetizer for squirrels
spoiled by park visitors who
won’t stop feeding them, said
Ann LaBore, co-chair of the
friends group.

Instead of the traditional dis-
play, the friends group is using a
projector to create a kaleido-
scope of snowflakes and base
lights that bathe the trees in

green and blue.

Patrol apologizes for
late alert to phones

N OMAHA — The Ne-

braska State Patrol
apologized Wednesday for send-
ing a late-night emergency test
alert to cellphones around the
state, waking people up after
they had gone to bed.

The alert triggered a loud, jar-
ring alarm on cellphones shortly
after 11 p.m. Tuesday, drawing
complaints on social media.

The patrol said it was con-
ducting a required monthly test
of the state’s Emergency Alert
System, which is conducted on
the third Tuesday of every
month. The tests are only sup-
posed to activate the system on
broadcast media, going out to
households with televisions that
are turned on. The patrol said
the state’s Wireless Emergency
Alert system was inadvertently
activated as well during Tues-
day’s test.

Rare Steller’s sea eagle
seen far way from home

MA TAUNTON RIVER

— A long way from
its home in Asia, a rare Steller’s
sea eagle was spotted by 200
bird watchers around Taunton
River on Monday.

The eagle is reportedly the
same one that went off course a
year ago and has been spotted in
Alaska and Canada by bird
watchers across North America,
The Boston Globe reported on
Tuesday.

Flocks of bird watchers in the
Northeast said they traveled
hours to the river to catch a
glimpse of the eagle. Steller’s
sea eagles, native to Russia, Chi-
na, Korea and Japan, have wing-

spans of up to 8 feet and weigh
between 13 to 20 pounds.

Andrew Vitz, the state’s orni-
thologist, said the bird most like-
ly arrived in North America af-
ter it got caught in a weather-re-
lated storm. The state has no
plans to capture or tag the bird,
he said.

FBI investigates ATM
explosion at bank

w CENTRALIA  —

The FBI and the
Washington State Patrol bomb
squad are investigating an ATM
explosion on Sunday morning,
according to the Centralia Po-
lice Department.

The ATM exploded at the
First Security Bank at 604 S.
Tower Ave around 6:40 a.m., po-
lice said. The explosion was
caused by an “unknown impro-
vised explosive device” that two
unidentified suspects used to
gain entry into the ATM,
KING-S reported.

Following the explosion, the
suspects emptied the contents of
the ATM and fled the area, po-
lice said.

Woman admits to over
$1M in pandemic fraud

A MOBILE — An Alaba-
ma woman pleaded
guilty to charges of helping pre-
pare dozens of fraudulent appli-
cations for federal pandemic re-
lief funds involving more than $1
million, news outlets reported.
Corine Campbell, of Saraland,
who pleaded guilty to conspir-
acy to commit wire fraud, was
accused of helping with more
than S0 bogus applications for
money through the govern-
ment’s Paycheck Protection
Program. The case began when
a man who claimed to have a

landscaping service sought and
received almost $21,000 in as-
sistance money even though he
was in prison during the time
covered by the application, doc-
uments showed. Another man
who claimed to have a janitorial
service received money based
on an application.

According to Campbell’s plea
agreement, she forged credit
union statements showing the
two men had the exact same ac-
count balances.

Ex-deputy charged with
throwing scalding water

c SANTA ANA — A for-
mer Orange County
sheriff’s deputy is accused of
throwing scalding water on a
mentally ill inmate who didn’t
receive medical treatment for
his burns for more than six
hours, the county district attor-
ney’s office announced Monday.
Guadalupe Ortiz, 47, was
charged with felony counts of
assault or battery by a public of-
ficer and battery with serious
bodily injury and could face up
to four years in prison if convict-
ed, the DA’s office said in a state-
ment. Ortiz allegedly filled a cup
from a hot water dispenser on
April 1 and poured it on the
hands of an inmate who had re-
fused to take his hands out of a
hatch door in his cell at the sher-
iff’'s Intake Release Center in
Santa Ana, prosecutors said.
The man suffered first- and
second-degree burns but wasn’t
treated for about 6 2 hours until
another deputy making a stan-
dard security check noticed that
his arm was red and peeling, au-
thorities said.
Ortiz was fired last week, the
DA’s office said.
— From wire reports
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Talley’s last-second field goal lifts Army

Associated Press

FORT WORTH, Texas —
Cole Talley kicked a 41-yard
field goal as time expired and
Army rallied to beat Missouri
24-22 in the Armed Forces
Bowl on Wednesday night.

After the Tigers took a 22-21
lead on a touchdown with 1:11 to
play, third-string quarterback
Jabari Laws led the Black
Knights (9-4) downfield to the
Missouri 24-yard line, setting
up Talley’s game-winner.

Talley, who went to high
school about 60 miles east of
Fort Worth in Rockwall, Texas,
said he was thinking about the
brotherhood of Army football
players when he went out for
the final kick.

“Id do anything for them,
and they’d do anything for me,”
said Talley, who missed his on-

ly two previous attempts this
season from beyond 40 yards —
including a 43-yard try in the
first quarter.

“We trust Cole,” coach Jeff
Monken said. “What a great
way for the team to end the sea-
son and these seniors to end
their careers.”

One of those seniors was
Laws, who was the Black
Knights’ starting quarterback
in 2019 before a knee injury
sidelined him. He didn’t play at
all last season following a sec-
ond surgery.

“I feel like ’'m in a movie
right now,” said Laws, who was
2-for-4 passing on the final
drive.

Army backup quarterback
Tyhier Tyler came on after
starter Christian Anderson in-
jured an ankle late in the third

quarter and threw a 14-yard
touchdown pass to Brandon
Walters to give the Black
Knights their first lead, 21-16.
Anderson and JaKobi Bucha-
nan scored on TD runs of 22
and 10 yards, respectively, for
Army.

Redshirt freshman quarter-
back Brady Cook threw a 6-
yard touchdown pass to Keke
Chism with 71 seconds left to
put Missouri (6-7) ahead, but
his two-point conversion pass
sailed over the head of an open
Dawson Downing in the end
zone. Cook also ran for a 30-
yard score in his first collegiate
start.

“l did some good things,”
Cook said. “Missed the throw
when it mattered most.”

The Tigers played without
second-team All-America run-

ning back Tyler Badie, who was
held out by coach Eliah Drink-
witz in advance of the NFL
Draft. Starting quarterback
Connor Bazelak was sidelined
because of a leg injury.

Cook completed 27 of 34 pas-
ses for 238 yards and ran for 53
more.

Buchanan led the Black
Knights in rushing with 68
yards on 21 carries. Elijah
Young was Missouri’s top rush-
er with 7S yards on 13 carries.

In the second half, Missouri
was stopped on downs at the
Army 43 and lost a fumble by
Downing at Army’s 48.

“Obviously in the second half
the turnover was huge,” Drink-
witz said. “Disappointed for our
team, especially our seniors.
Just a difficult way to lose the
game.”

College Football Playoff semifinals won’t be made up

Associated Press

If a team is unavailable to
play in College Football Playoff
semifinals on New Year’s Eve
because of COVID-19 issues,
the game will be forfeited and
the available team will advance
to the championship.

With COVID-19 cases spik-
ing across the country due to
the omicron variant, the CFP
announced Wednesday contin-
gency plans for the semifinals
and national championship
game, which is scheduled for
Jan. 10 in Indianapolis but
could be delayed as much as
four days.

No. 1 Alabama is scheduled
to face No. 4 Cincinnati in the
Cotton Bowl in one Dec. 31
semifinal and No. 2 Michigan is
set to play No. 3 Georgia in the
Orange Bowl in the nightcap of
the CFP doubleheader.

Not long before the CFP an-
nounced its contingency plans,
Alabama announced offensive
coordinator Bill O’Brien and
offensive line coach Doug Mar-
rone had tested positive for

COVID-19 and were isolating
with mild symptoms.

Also, No. 23 Texas A&M be-
came the first team to drop out
of a bowl game, citing CO-
VID-19 issues and season-end-
ing injuries as the reasons it
would not have enough avail-
able players for the Gator Bowl
against No. 20 Wake Forest on
Dec. 31.

As college basketball faced a
wave of cancellations and post-
ponements due to the omicron
surge over the last week, it
seemed only a matter of time
before it impacted bowl season.

“As we prepare for the Play-
off, it’s wise and necessary to
put into place additional pre-
cautions to protect those who
will play and coach the games,”
College Football Playoff Exec-
utive Director Bill Hancock
said in a statement. “These pol-
icies will better protect our stu-
dents and staffs while provid-
ing clarity in the event worst-
case scenarios result.”

The contingency plans were
agreed to by the CFP manage-

ment committee, comprised of
the 10 FBS conference commis-
sioners and Notre Dame’s ath-
letic director.

The CFP said each school
will be responsible for deter-
mining whether it has a suffi-
cient number of available play-
ers.

While there will be no res-
cheduling of either semifinal,
the championship game could
be delayed until as late as Jan.
14.

If a team cannot play in the
title game, the available team
will be declared national cham-
pion. If neither team has
enough available players by
Jan. 14, the championship will
be considered vacated.

For the semifinals, if both
teams scheduled to play each
other are unavailable, that
game shall be declared a no
contest and the winner of the
other semifinal will be de-
clared national champion.

If three semifinal teams are
unavailable to play on Dec. 31,
the team that is able to play

will be declared national cham-
pion.

Semifinals participants were
scheduled to arrive at their
bowl sites as soon as Christmas
Day and no later than Dec. 26.

Now all bowl activities will
be optional and the teams are
permitted to arrive at their
sites as late as Dec. 29.

The CFP said organizers for
the Fiesta Bowl (No. S Notre
Dame against No. 9 Oklahoma
State, Jan. 1) and Peach Bowl
(No. 11 Michigan State vs. No.
13 Pitt, Dec. 30) will attempt to
identify  potential makeup
dates, if necessary, within a
week of the scheduled game.

Earlier this week, Alabama
coach Nick Saban said more
than 90% of his team was vacci-
nated with a booster shot, and
players were being allowed to
go home for a few days before
the defending national cham-
pion Tide travel to Dallas on
Dec. 26.

At Michigan, the plan was
for all the players to get booster
shots as a team on Wednesday.
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Geltics end Cavaliers’ win steak at 6

Associated Press

BOSTON — Jaylen Brown scored 34
points and the Boston Celtics beat depleted
Cleveland 111-101 on Wednesday night to
end the Cavaliers’ winning streak at six.

Robert Williams III added a career-high
21 points along with 11 rebounds and seven
assists, and Jayson Tatum had 18 points.

“Tonight was taking advantage of the cov-
erage,” Boston coach Ime Udoka said about
Brown. “He had some big guys on him.”

It was Brown’s second straight game with
30 points or more.

“It’s one of the better days I’'ve had since
I’ve been back,” said Brown, who has been
out twice with a bothersome right hamstr-
ing, including five games this month.

Darius Garland led Cleveland with 28
points, and Kevin Love had 18. The Cava-
liers were missing starters Isaac Okoro,
Evan Mobley and Jarrett Allen and five oth-
er players in the NBA’s health and safety
protocol.

Also short-handed, Boston signed 40-
year-old Joe Johnson to a 10-day contract
Wednesday. The crowd chanted “We Want
Joe! We Want Joe!” and broke into a loud
cheer when he got off the bench and came
into the game.

He got a huge ovation when he hit a falla-

way jumper in the final minute.

Brown remembered idolizing Johnson as
akid.

“A lot of memories,” said Brown of
watching Johnson play for the Hawks when
he was growing up in Atlanta. “A lot of
(playoff) runs. In Atlanta, I got to go to a lot
of those games.”

Down 23 points, the Cavaliers cut it to 10
at 85-75 on Garland’s basket — the first of
the final quarter — but Williams had a steal
and breakaway dunk that sparked the
crowd and started an 8-0 spree.

“Just to keep playing,” Garland said
about the team’s situation. “It’s next-man-
up mentality,”

Bucks 126, Rockets 106: Jrue Holiday
scored 24 points, Khris Middleton added 23
in his return from injury and host Milwau-
kee beat Houston to snap a two-game skid.

Middleton missed three games because
of a hyperextended left knee. The two-time
All-Star played 28 minutes and had six as-
sists.

The Bucks were missing two-time MVP
Giannis Antetokounmpo for a fourth
straight game as he remains in the NBA’s
health and safety protocols along with team-
mates Bobby Portis and Donte DiVincenzo.

Christian Wood led the Rockets with 20

points and 11 rebounds.

Thunder 108, Nuggets 94: Shai Gilge-
ous-Alexander had his second career triple-
double with 27 points, 11 rebounds and 12
assists to help host Oklahoma City beat
Denver.

Darius Bazley had 17 points and 11 re-
bounds, Lu Dort had 1S points and rookie
Jeremiah Robinson-Earl added 14 points
and nine rebounds for the Thunder.

Nikola Jokic had 13 points, seven re-
bounds and three assists for the Nuggets.

Clippers 105, Kings 89: Eric Bledsoe
scored 19 points and visiting Los Angeles
held off Sacramento.

Paul George had 17 points, and Serge Iba-
ka added a season-high 17, including three
dunks and 12 points in the fourth quarter, to
help the Clippers end a three-game losing
streak.

Tyrese Haliburton had 22 points and a ca-
reer-high 13 assists for Sacramento.

Magic 104, Hawks 98: Franz Wagner
scored 25 points, Robin Lopez had 10 points
and a career-high 11 assists and visiting Or-
lando beat Atlanta.

Cam Reddish finished with a season-high
36 points, and John Collins had 23 points
and 11 rebounds for the Hawks. They have
lost seven straight at home.

NBA postpones 2 more games amid rising virus cases

Associated Press

The list of players currently
dealing with the NBA’s health
and safety protocols climbed to-
ward 100 on Wednesday, as un-
certainty continued to mount
about the availability of some of
the league’s biggest names for
the Christmas quintupleheader.

Another two games were
called off, pushing the total vi-
rus-related postponements so
far this season to nine. And Dal-
las star Luka Doncic was added
to the protocols list, a strong in-
dicator that he may not be able
to play when the Mavericks face
Utah as part of the NBA’s five-
game Christmas lineup.

“I’s unpredictable, right?
You just don’t know,” Los An-
geles Lakers forward Carmelo
Anthony said. “What we're
dealing with, it’s bigger than
basketball. It’s bigger than

that.”

Wednesday’s Toronto at Chi-
cago game was postponed, as
was Thursday’s Brooklyn at
Portland game. The NBA said
neither the Raptors nor the Nets
have enough eligible players; by
league rule, teams must have at
least eight healthy players in
uniform for a game to go for-
ward.

Through Wednesday eve-
ning, based on team injury re-
ports or similar disclosures,
there were 96 players from 22
teams dealing with a virus-re-
lated issue. It is important to
note that players can enter and
exit that list quickly in some
cases, some teams do not re-
lease updated numbers except
when mandated by league rule,
and not everyone on the list has
tested positive for COVID-19.

“This seems like it’s changing

by the hour,” Atlanta coach
Nate McMillan said.

The Nets have had each of
their last three games post-
poned — and that means the
earliest they would play again is
Saturday, when they’re sched-
uled to visit the Lakers in the
fourth game on the Christmas
slate.

Brooklyn has what is believed
to be aleague-high 10 players in
the health and safety protocols,
a list that includes Kevin Du-
rant, James Harden and —even
though he has yet to play this
season — Kyrie Irving.

Atlanta listed six players as
being in the protocols on
Wednesday, including guard
Trae Young. Milwaukee’s Gian-
nis Antetokounmpo, the reign-
ing NBA Finals MVP, also re-
mained listed as out for the
Bucks’ game on Thursday at

Dallas.

Teams are being allowed to
sign players to replace those
sidelined by positive tests, and
at least 40 such hardship con-
tracts — which won’t count
against a team’s salary cap or
luxury tax numbers — have
been executed in the last few
days. Among those signed: Joe
Johnson, who was still 19 when
drafted by the Boston Celtics in
2001 and now, as a 40-year-old,
is a member of the Celtics once
again.

The NBA has no plans to
pause the season, Commission-
er Adam Silver said earlier this
week in an interview with
ESPN. But the league told teams
earlier this week that it would
prioritize the ABC national
game slots on Christmas if
games are postponed that day.
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Tennessee hands No. 6 Arizona first loss

Associated Press

KNOXVILLE, Tenn. — John
Fulkerson had 24 points and 10
rebounds, and No. 19 Tennes-
see overpowered No. 6 Arizona
early and held on for a 77-73
win Wednesday night, giving
the Wildcats their first loss.

Santiago Vescovi had 15
points, Josiah-Jordan James
added 12 and Justin Powell
scored 11 for the Volunteers
9-2).

Bennedict Mathurin had 14
of his 28 points in the first half.
He was the only Arizona (11-1)
starter to score in the first 20
minutes as Tennessee took a
34-21 lead. Kerr Kriisa scored
11 points for Arizona.

Tennessee hit seven of its
first 11 shots and opened with a
16-2 advantage in the first five
minutes. It took the Wildcats
until the first four minutes of
the second half to get back in
the game. Arizona hit 7 of 9
shots to start the second half to
cut the Vols’ lead to 44-40.

No. 2 Duke 76, Virginia
Tech 65: Paolo Banchero had
23 points and the host Blue
Devils shot 62% after halftime
to beat the Hokies in their At-
lantic Coast Conference open-
er.

Banchero scored 17 points in
that dominant second half,
fueled by the move to a smaller
lineup around the versatile 6-
foot-10 star freshman. That

helped Duke (11-1, 1-0 ACC)
erase an eight-point deficit
early in the second half while
slowing Keve Aluma after his
big first-half performance.

Wendell Moore Jr. added 18
points for Duke, which has won
four straight.

No. 12 Auburn 71, Murray
State 58: Wendell Green Jr.
and Jabari Smith both had dou-
ble-doubles and the host Tigers
beat the Racers for their eighth
straight win.

Auburn (11-1) held Murray
State to 28 points below its sea-
son average and out-rebounded
the Racers 48-33.

No. 13 Houston 80, Texas
State 47: Josh Carlton scored
a season-high 20 points, Kyler
Edwards added 14 and the host
Cougars defeated the Bobcats.

Marcus Sasser had 13 points
and Jamal Shead finished with
12 points and 10 assists for
Houston (11-2).

No. 16 Texas 68, Alabama
State 48: Dylan Disu scored 14
points and made three blocks
and the host Longhorns pulled
away in the second half to de-
feat the Hornets.

Marcus Carr scored 13 for
Texas, Andrew Jones had 12
and Timmy Allen produced 10
points, seven rebounds and
four assists.

No. 17 LSU 95, Lipscomb
60: Darius Days scored 21
points and the host Tigers

stayed unbeaten with a win
over the Bisons.

Xavier Pinson scored a sea-
son-high 17 points for LSU
(12-0), which never trailed. Er-
ic Gaines had a career-high 13
points, Brandon Murray also
had 13, Efton Reid had 12 and
Mwani Wilkinson scored a sea-
son-high 11.

No. 20 Kentucky 95, West-
ern Kentucky 60: Kellan Gra-
dy made six three-pointers and
scored a season-high 23 points,
Oscar Tshiebwe grabbed a
Rupp Arena-record 28 re-
bounds and the host Wildcats
used an 18-2 second-half run to
blow out the Hilltoppers.

TyTy Washington Jr. added
20 points and Jacob Toppin
scored 12 as Kentucky (9-2)
routed its second consecutive
substitute opponent.

No. 25 Texas Tech 78, East-
ern Washington 46: Kevin
Obanor had 11 points, seven re-
bounds and four assists without
a turnover, helping the host
Red Raiders beat the Eagles.

Adonis Arms and Bryson
Williams each had 12 points for
Texas Tech (9-2), which re-
bounded from a loss Saturday
to fourth-ranked Gonzaga. Ke-
vin McCullar had 10 points and
five assists.

South Carolina 105, Army
75: Devin Carter and Chico
Carter combined for 42 points
and the host Gamecocks scored

a season high in defeating the
Black Knights.

Devin Carter was 8-for-13
shooting in scoring a career-
high 22 points. Chico Carter,
unrelated to Devin, shot 7-
for-13 and made his three
three-point attempts for 20
points. Erik Stevenson added
13 points and Jacobi Wright 11
for the Gamecocks (9-3), who
shot 59%, making 8 of 13 three-
point tries.

Josh Caldwell scored 18
points on 8-for-15 shooting and
Jalen Rucker and Chris Mann
added 12 each for the Black
Knights (6-6). Army shot 40%
and made 9 of 18 from the arc
but gave up 29 points off turn-
overs and was outscored by 20
in the paint. The Black Knights
had eight shots blocked.

Towson 69, Navy 52: Nico-
las Timberlake had 24 points as
the visiting Tigers topped the
Midshipmen.

Timberlake hit 9 of 12 shots,
including S-for-6 on three-
pointers.

Charles Thompson had 10
points, eight rebounds and five
blocks for Towson (9-4). Cam
Holden added eight rebounds,
and Terry Nolan Jr. had eight
assists.

Jaylen Walker had 13 points
for the Midshipmen (7-4). Greg
Summers added 12 points and
10 rebounds. Richard Njoku
had 10 rebounds.

Sources: NFL considered cancellations due to COVID

Associated Press

With a surge of COVID-19
cases threatening to disrupt
the NFL season last week, the
league discussed canceling
games for the first time since
the pandemic began.

In talks with the NFL Play-
ers Association, canceling
games involving Washington,
Cleveland and the Los Angeles
Rams was considered because
of coronavirus outbreaks on
each team. Instead, the games

were moved from the weekend
to Monday and Tuesday.
NFLPA President JC Tret-
ter, a center for the Browns,
said the NFL wanted to cancel
those games — players would
not have been paid in that sce-
nario, according to the league’s
COVID-19 protocols agree-
ment with the union last sea-
son. But two player reps with
knowledge of the discussions
said canceling the games was
never the No. 1 plan. Both reps

spoke on condition of anonym-
ity because they weren’t autho-
rized to discuss the conversa-
tions.

NFL  spokesman Brian
McCarthy said on Wednesday:
“Our goal has been to play the
season as scheduled in a safe,
responsible way.”

Speaking on a conference
call with reporters, Tretter
stressed the union’s opposition
to any cancellations.

“So the NFL’s position last

week was that those three
games were going to be can-
celed,” Tretter said Wednes-
day. “They weren’t going to be
played, and if they weren’t
played then nobody on either
team was going to be paid.
That’s obviously an issue for us
as a union. Over 18% of our
player population was at risk of
not getting paid last week. Our
position was we need to make
sure all games are played in
order for our guys to get paid.”
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