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May 5, 2026; Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, USA; Los Angeles Lakers forward LeBron James (23) shoots 
as Oklahoma City Thunder forward Jaylin Williams (6) defends in the first half during game one of 
the second round of the 2026 NBA Playoffs at Paycom Center. (Photo Credit: Alonzo Adams-Imagn 
Images)

By OGNSC Staff
The Lakers entered Game 1 knowing they had 

a major challenge in front of them. Oklahoma City 
was not just the No. 1 seed; the Thunder looked 
like a team with fresh legs, young confidence and 
the kind of depth that can wear opponents down 
over 48 minutes. By the end of Tuesday night, that 
is exactly what happened.

The Lakers fell 108-90 to the Thunder in Game 
1 of the Western Conference semifinals at Paycom 
Center, giving Oklahoma City a 1-0 series lead. 
Chet Holmgren led the Thunder with 24 points 
and 12 rebounds, while Shai Gilgeous-Alexander 
and Ajay Mitchell each added 18 points. Oklahoma 
City shot 49.4% from the field and knocked down 
13 of 30 from 3-point range.

For Los Angeles, LeBron James once again 
carried the fight with 27 points, showing that even 
at this stage of his career, he still understands the 
weight of the moment. Rui Hachimura added 18 
points, but the Lakers struggled to find consistent 
offense without Luka Dončić, who has been out 
with a hamstring injury.

The Lakers were competitive early, but the issue 
was not effort alone. It was execution. Oklahoma 
City forced 17 turnovers and turned too many 
of the Lakers’ mistakes into momentum. Against 
a team this young, fast and confident, live-ball 
turnovers are almost like layup lines. The Thunder 
do not need much help, and Los Angeles gave them 
too many extra chances.

Austin Reaves had a tough night, finishing 
with eight points on 3-for-16 shooting. That kind 
of performance is difficult to overcome, especially 
on the road in a playoff series. Reaves has been 
too important to this team all season to be quiet 

in a game of this magnitude, and the Lakers will 
need him to respond. Game 1 was a reminder that 
playoff basketball is unforgiving. Every missed 
rotation, every rushed shot and every careless pass 
gets magnified.

The most difficult moment of the night came 
when Jarred Vanderbilt left the game with a serious 
right pinkie injury after his hand hit the backboard 
while trying to contest a play at the rim. It was the 
kind of injury that stops the game and reminds 
everyone watching that these athletes are putting 
their bodies on the line. Vanderbilt’s defensive 
energy is a major part of what the Lakers need in this 
series, and losing him only adds to the challenge.

Still, this should not be framed as a hopeless 
night for the Lakers. There was enough early 
resistance to show they can compete, but competing 
and winning are two different things. The Thunder’s 
bench outplayed the Lakers’ second unit, their pace 
dictated the rhythm, and their defense made Los 
Angeles work too hard for too little.

The Lakers have to clean up the turnovers, 
get Reaves going, and find easier offense before 
this series gets away from them. They also have to 
make Oklahoma City feel them physically without 
getting reckless. The Thunder want to run, spread 
the floor and turn every mistake into a highlight. 
The Lakers have to slow the game down and make 
it a possession-by-possession fight.

Game 1 belonged to Oklahoma City. No 
question about it. But a playoff series is about 
adjustments, not overreactions. The Lakers took 
the first punch. Now comes the test: whether they 
have the legs, discipline and pride to punch back in 
Game 2.

Lakers Drop Game 1 to Thunder, Face 
Early Test in Western Conference Semifinals

By Earl Heath
Contributing Sports Writer

Shohei Ohtani has already built one of the most 
unique careers in baseball history, but the Dodgers 
star recently added something new to his résumé.

Ohtani was named National League Pitcher 
of the Month for March/April, the first pitching-
specific monthly honor of his major league career.

He is no stranger to monthly recognition. 
Ohtani has won Player of the Month six times, 
including four in the American League and two in 
the National League. But this was the first time he 
was honored strictly for his work on the mound.

During March and April, Ohtani made five 
starts and went 2-1 with a 0.60 ERA, 0.87 WHIP 
and 34 strikeouts against nine walks in 30 innings. 
He worked six innings in each start, allowed just 
two earned runs and four total runs, and topped 
100 pitches once, in his April 28 start as Los Angeles 
continued to build up his workload.

The numbers showed just how dominant he 
was.

1.3: Ohtani’s pitching fWAR during the 
month, second in the National League behind Mets 
right-hander Nolan McLean. When combined with 
his hitting production, Ohtani ranked third in 
baseball with 2.0 total fWAR.

1.90: Ohtani’s FIP, the best mark in the 
National League and second in Major League 
Baseball among pitchers with at least 30 innings.

2.24: His expected ERA, the best in baseball 
among pitchers with at least 30 innings.

.000: Opponents’ batting average against his 
curveball. Ohtani threw the pitch 63 times during 
the award period, and opponents put it in play only 
five times while striking out four times.

2: Dodgers wins in Ohtani’s five starts. In 
the three losses, he allowed only one earned run 
combined.

0: Home runs allowed in 30 innings during 
March and April. In 2023, his last full season as a 
pitcher, Ohtani averaged 1.23 home runs allowed 
per nine innings.

The Dodgers backed Ohtani with eight runs in 
an 8-2 win over the New York Mets on April 15, 
but run support was harder to come by in his other 
outings. Even with Ohtani limiting opponents, Los 
Angeles won only two of his first five starts.

After the award period ended, Ohtani remained 
sharp in a May 5 matchup against the Houston 
Astros, though he took the loss in a 2-1 game. He 
allowed two runs on four hits and struck out eight 
over seven innings. Christian Walker and Braden 

Shewmake hit solo home runs, the first long balls 
Ohtani had allowed all season.

Dodgers manager Dave Roberts still praised 
the outing.

“Good outing. Really good outing,” Roberts 

said. “I thought his fastball was really good. I 
thought he was using the curveball, which wasn’t 
great tonight, but the sweeper was good when it 
needed to be.”

Even on a night when two pitches cost him, 

Ohtani showed why his return to pitching has 
become one of baseball’s biggest stories. His March/
April award was not just another honor. It was 
another reminder that Ohtani continues to do 
things few players in the game have ever done.

Ohtani lands a first pitcher of the Month Award-Photo Getty

Ohtani Lands First Pitching Award

Weston James Earl McKennie -Team USA

By Earl Heath
Contributing Sports Writer

Canada, Mexico and the United States will 
host the FIFA World Cup 26™ from June 11 to 
July 19, 2026, bringing the world’s premier soccer 
tournament back to North America for the first 
time in 32 years.

The 2026 tournament will be historic on several 
fronts. It will be the first FIFA World Cup™ hosted 
by three nations and the first to feature 48 teams, 
making it the largest edition of the tournament in 
history.

Los Angeles will be one of the major U.S. host 
cities, welcoming eight matches, including the U.S. 
Men’s National Team’s opening and third group-
stage matches. Los Angeles will also host three 
additional group-stage matches, two Round of 32 
knockout matches and one quarterfinal.

For Southern California, the World Cup 
represents more than a month of international 
soccer. It is a chance to showcase the region’s 
cultural diversity, hospitality, sports history and 
neighborhood pride to visitors from around the 
globe. The goal is for fans from around the world to 
“Start Your World Cup Experience in Los Angeles,” 
while helping drive tourism and international 
attention to the region for years to come.

The tournament will bring together some of 
the greatest soccer players in the world. For the 
United States, one key player to watch is Weston 

McKennie, a midfielder for Juventus and the U.S. 
Men’s National Team. McKennie, born Aug. 28, 
1998, is known for his versatility and has been 
described as a “Swiss Army knife” because of his 
ability to play multiple positions.

A youth prospect from FC Dallas, McKennie 
began his senior club career with Schalke 04 in 
Germany before joining Juventus in Italy. He has 
won major trophies with the club, including the 
Supercoppa Italiana and Coppa Italia, and remains 
one of the most recognized American players 
competing in Europe.

Early FIFA World Cup 26™ Match Schedule
June 11: Mexico vs. South Africa — Group A, 

Mexico City June 11: Korea Republic vs. Czechia — 
Group A, Guadalajara June 12: Canada vs. Bosnia 
and Herzegovina — Group B, Toronto June 12: 
USA vs. Paraguay — Group D, Los Angeles June 
13: Brazil vs. Morocco — Group C, New York/New 
Jersey June 13: Australia vs. Türkiye — Group D, 
Vancouver June 13: Qatar vs. Switzerland — Group 
B, San Francisco Bay Area

As the countdown continues, Los Angeles is 
preparing to take its place on one of sports’ biggest 
stages. With matches, fan events and visitors from 
across the globe, the FIFA World Cup 26™ will 
offer Southern California a rare opportunity to 
celebrate soccer, culture and community before an 
international audience.

World Cup’s North World Cup’s North 
American Return American Return 
Puts Los Angeles Puts Los Angeles 
in Global Spotlightin Global Spotlight
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Equality  California works to advance civil rights and social justice by inspiring, advocating, and 
mobilizing through an inclusive movement. Photo Credit: Courtesy of EQCA

EQCA at the Los Angeles LGBT pride parade in 2011. Photo Credit: Wiki Commons 

Californians protesting Prop 8,  a  2008  ballot measure that would  ban  same-sex marriages  in 
the state.  EQCA would be instrumental in passing Proposition 3 in 2024, which would  ensure 
same-sex couples  retained  the right to marry.    Photo  Credit: ID 7261410  © Karin Hildebrand 
Lau | Dreamstime.com 

 EQCA multi-lingual public outreach and education efforts are critical to advancing social justice and 
creating safer communities for LGBTQ people. (Photo Credit: Courtesy of EQCA)  

By Joe Kocurek
California Black Media 

Even though public attitudes have shifted, 
advocates say the fight for LGBTQ rights in 
California remains far from over — a reality 
Equality California confronts through outreach, 
policy advocacy and community support.

“I was at Sacramento Pride,” said Erin Arendse, 
program director for Equality California. “We were 
setting up and an individual was yelling horrific 
homophobic slurs at everybody.”

Equality California’s outreach at events like 
Pride includes connecting community members 
to resources such as CA vs Hate, a statewide, 
non-emergency hate crime and incident reporting 
hotline and online portal created to help counter a 
more than 50% increase in reported hate crimes in 

California between 2020 and 2024. 
Run by the California Civil Rights Department 

(CRD) and 211-in partnership with community-
based organizations—the hotline and online 
resource offer confidential, anonymous reporting 
that is separate from law enforcement and grounded 
in a trauma-informed, victim-centered approach.

Arendse says after the incident she decided to 
take her own advice.

“We were literally doing that outreach there,” 
she said. “So, I pulled CA vs Hate on my phone to 
report the incident.”

New data from CRD underscores the growing 
reliance on the program. CA vs Hate received 
nearly 1,000 reports of hate from across 46 counties 
in 2025 and has responded to more than 6,800 
requests for help since launching in May 2023.

“Everyone deserves support after experiencing 
hate,” said Business, Consumer Services, and 
Housing Secretary Tomiquia Moss. “Through CA 
vs Hate, Californians have a trusted place they 
can turn to, and thousands of people have already 
reached out. From mental health counseling to legal 
assistance, the hotline is a nation-leading example 
of how we can drive real impact when we work 
together with our local partners.”

According to the 2024 California Health 
Interview Survey from UCLA, nearly 3.1 million 
Californians ages 12 and over experienced hate acts 
in the previous year, with 31% reporting unmet 
support needs. Anonymous reports, including those 
like Arendse’s, help strengthen data collection and 
improve prevention and response strategies.

“People have expressed a feeling of 
empowerment,” she said. “It’s important to be able 
to say that something happened and to have that 
recorded and validated.”

Equality California’s work builds on decades 
of advocacy. In the early 2000s, the organization 
helped push the marriage equality debate forward 
by sponsoring legislation and advancing legal 
protections for same-sex couples, efforts that 
helped shift public opinion despite initial legislative 
setbacks.

The group has since backed a range of policies, 
including expanding domestic partnership rights, 
protecting transgender Californians, improving 
support for older LGBTQ+ residents, and 
recognizing LGBTQ+ contributions to the state.

After voters approved Proposition 8 banning 
same-sex marriage, Equality California led 
opposition efforts and legal challenges. The issue 
was ultimately resolved by the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
2015 Obergefell v. Hodges decision legalizing same-
sex marriage nationwide.

Still, advocates say progress has not been linear.
The 2016 election ushered in a resurgence 

of anti-LGBTQ rhetoric, prompting Equality 
California to open a Washington, D.C. office in 
2017 to counter federal policy threats. At the local 
level, tensions have also surfaced.

“A lot of school board meetings were totally 
overrun by anti-LGBTQ activists and specifically 
anti-trans organizers who would just say some of 
the most horrific things,” Arendse said. “A lot of 
school board trustees just simply were not prepared 
to deal with that level of vitriol in a school board 
meeting.”

In response, Equality California, which has 
received support from  California’s Stop the Hate 

Program, has worked with school districts to manage 
disruptions and protect students, while expanding 
education and training efforts. The organization has 
trained more than 5,000 health and human service 
providers on inclusivity and cultural competency.

Matt Pennon, who has overseen diversity, 
equity and inclusion programs at both the County 
and City of San Luis Obispo, said those trainings 
have had a measurable impact.

“The resounding feedback was ‘Wow, I actually 
did get something from this,’” Pennon said.

“Even the folks that maybe don’t fully agree 
said they developed a better sense of respect,” 
he added. “This is about really highlighting the 
differences between all of us as humans and how 
those differences are actually strengths.”

More recently, Equality California has raised 
concerns about federal policy shifts affecting 
transgender healthcare access.

“We’re talking access to mental health supports 
and basic healthcare that everybody deserves that is 
being blocked just because people are trans or non-
binary,” Arendse said.

At the same time, advocates are revisiting past 
victories to ensure they are protected. After the 
fall of Roe v. Wade, Equality California moved to 
safeguard marriage equality at the state level.

“When Roe fell, we knew we had to codify 
these things into law, because we can’t just rely on a 
Supreme Court case to protect our rights,” Arendse 
said.

The organization sponsored a constitutional 
amendment to enshrine marriage equality into 
California law. Proposition 3 passed in 2024 with 
more than 62% voter support.

For Equality California, the arc of progress 
requires constant attention.

“Fortunately, we have that great protection 
in place now,” Arendse said. “I can’t believe we’re 
doing this again, but here we are.” 

Get Support After Hate:
California vs Hate is a non-emergency, 

multilingual hotline and online portal offering 
confidential support for hate crimes and incidents. 
Victims and witnesses can get help anonymously 
by calling 833-8-NO-HATE (833-866-4283), 
Monday to Friday, 9 a.m.–6 p.m. PT, or online at 
any time. Anonymous. Confidential. No Police. No 
ICE.

This story was produced in partnership with 
CA vs Hate. Join them for the first-ever CA Civil 
Rights Summit on May 11, 2026. More information 
at www.cavshate.org/summit.

Equality California Confronts 
Persistent Hate, Expands Its Outreach 
as Need for Support Grows in State     
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