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OAKLAND: United States’ Carmelo Anthony, right, celebrates after scoring, alongside teammate Jimmy Butler during
the second half of an exhibition basketball game against China. — AP 

CHICAGO: Jimmy Butler spun a basket-
ball on his finger. He joked around with
Cleveland Cavaliers guard Kyrie Irving
during a brief 1-on-1 exchange. He
smiled as some of the NBA’s biggest
stars lobbed some playful barbs in his
direction. Back in Chicago on the eve of
the Olympics, Butler is fitting in quite
nicely with the US national team. “There
are a lot of great players on this roster,
but more than just basketball players, I
get to learn a lot more about them off
the court,” Butler said, “who they are as
people and their families, and how they
act, their personalities. I think that’s
been my favorite part of this whole
journey, just getting to know the guys
that I go up against every year.”

It’s good practice for the fall, when
Butler returns to a new-look Bulls team
that suddenly includes a pair of long-
time opponents for the versatile swing-
man. Derrick Rose is gone, traded to the
New York Knicks. All-Star center Pau
Gasol landed in San Antonio.  But
Dwyane Wade and Rajon Rondo decid-
ed to join Butler in Chicago, providing
championship experience, but also two
more players on the wrong side of 30
who like to have the ball in their hands.
“I’m excited. I know they are as well,”
Butler said before Thursday’s Team USA
practice at the United Center. “It’s a new
start for a lot of us.”

Overzealous defender
Butler’s reputation also took a hit in

the wake of Chicago’s 42-40 finish in
April, ending the franchise’s string of
seven consecutive playoff appear-
ances .  The two-t ime Al l -Star  was
openly cr i t ical  of  new coach Fred
Hoiberg and did not click with Rose
last season. Asked about speculation
he had a hand in Chicago’s offseason
activity, Butler brushed the notion
away like he would an overzealous
defender.

“That has nothing to do with me. I
don’t move guys,” he said. “It’s like I
always say, people are going to think
what they want to think.”“That doesn’t
bother me,” he continued. “I  know
where I  stand.  I  know who I  am.”
Butler’s inclusion on the national team
establishes the 6-foot-7 Marquette
product as one of the best players in
the world, part of a steady rise for the
No. 30 selection in the 2011 draft. On
the 12-player roster for Team USA,
only Draymond Green and DeAndre
Jordan are lower draft picks.

Butler, 26, averaged 20.9 points, 5.3
rebounds and 4.8 assists last season.
He has increased his averages for scor-
ing and assists in each of the last four
years. “I knew he was a workhorse, but
that man really never stops working,”
Golden State guard Klay Thompson
said, “and I give Jimmy a lot of credit
because he came into this league and
obviously he didn’t have the hype he
(would) if he was like a top-five pick,
but he’s worked himself into an All-

Star and one of the best wings in the
game.” Before this Olympic run, US
coach Mike Krzyzewski had only seen
Butler on TV. “The very first thing is
just how strong and what a great ath-
lete he is,” Krzyzewski said. “Then what
a good guy he is, and then what an
outstanding competitor. You felt he
was going to check every box, but you
put two checks in each of these boxes.
He’s terrific, and he’s a really good
guy.” Krzyzewski said Butler and Paul
George are the most versatile players
on the team, capable of guarding any
position. Butler had four points and
three rebounds while playing 14 1/2
minutes in the United States’ 107-57
exhibit ion v ictory  over  China on
Tuesday night.

Next  up is  a  matchup with
Venezuela on Friday night at Butler’s
home with the Bulls, and then a trip to
Houston for one more game against
Nigeria before departing for Brazil.
When it comes to the Olympics, Butler
said he just wants to win. It’s a very
familiar response for US assistant Tom
Thibodeau, who coached Butler with
the Bulls before he was fired in May
2015. “To see how much he’s grown
from his first year in the league to
what he’s become, it’s a testament to
how hard he’s  worked,  his  intel l i -
gence,  his  drive,”  Thibodeau said.
“Each year he’s gotten better, and I
think his makeup will allow him to
continue to improve each year.” — AP 

Butler is enjoying time 

with US national team

TORONTO: Top seed Novak Djokovic breezed into the quar-
ter-finals as the Rogers Cup continued pretty much according
to script at the Aviva Centre on Thursday. Djokovic beat Czech
qualifier Radek Stepanek 6-2 6-4 in a friendly encounter, dur-
ing which both players repeatedly hammed it up for the
crowd. Stepanek, at 37 the oldest player in the field, broke
serve in the first game of the second set but it was merely a
stay of execution against the world number one from Serbia.
Djokovic is the only member of the so-called “big four” com-
peting in Toronto, with last year’s champion Andy Murray,
Roger Federer and Rafa Nadal all absent from the $4.7 million
event. In a tournament so far devoid of major upsets, the top
five seeds advanced to the quarters,  with Swiss Stan
Wawrinka, Japanese Kei Nishikori, Canadian Milos Raonic and
Czech Tomas Berdych booking last eight berths.

Only Berdych needed three sets to progress and the fifth
seed’s reward is a showdown against Djokovic, who leads
their head-to-head by a staggering 24-2 margin. Wawrinka
won a hard-hitting battle with American Jack Sock, 7-6(3) 6-2.
Next up for the two-times grand slam champion is unseeded
South African Kevin Anderson, who rallied for a 4-6 6-3 6-4 vic-
tory over the 12th seeded Australian Bernard Tomic. Nishikori
had little trouble getting by American Rajeev Ram, requiring
just 68 minutes to register a convincing 6-3 6-4 win. “The first
set I played really good tennis. I had some tough times, but
this score shows I was dominating a little bit,” Nishikori, who
next plays Bulgaria’s Grigor Dimitrov, told reporters. “I’m still
not 100 percent yet, but feeling pretty strong. We’ll have to
see after a couple of more matches, but right now I feel good.”
A confident Gael Monfils extended his recent run of form with
a 7-6(5) 2-6 6-4 minor upset of Belgian seventh seed David
Goffin to book his spot in the quarter-finals. The 10th-seeded
Frenchman, who arrived in Toronto fresh off earning his first
tournament win in two-and-a-half years, will play Raonic in
the quarters, after the local favorite dusted off American quali-
fier Jared Donaldson 6-2 6-3. “I’m going for the shots,”
Wimbledon runner-up Raonic said. —Reuters 

Djokovic joins top 
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MONTREAL: Venus Williams tumbled out in the third
round of the Rogers Cup in Montreal on Thursday, suf-
fering an upset loss to Madison Keys in her final tourna-
ment before the Olympics. The sixth-seeded Williams
was beaten 6-1, 6-7 (2/7), 6-3 by 10th seed Keys, who
will now face Anastasia Pavlyuchenkova in the quarter-
finals. Williams, 36, looked well below her best as Keys
raced away with the first set before forging a 3-1 lead in
the second.

However Williams, who reached the final of last
week’s tournament in Stanford, rallied to level with vic-
tory in the second set tiebreak. Keys raised her game in
the decisive third set however and quickly broke
Williams to gain the advantage before converting match
point with an ace to seal the win. Pavlyuchenkova earlier
scored the biggest upset of the day with a three-set vic-
tory over 2014 champion and fourth seed Agnieszka
Radwanska of Poland, winning 6-4, 6-7 (4/7), 6-1.

The win comes hard on the heels of her impressive
showing at Wimbledon where she reached the quarter-
finals for the first time. “I’m really happy and I knew it’d
be a tough match. Every time I play against Agnieszka it’s
7-6 in the third, or something,” the in-form Russian said.
“She’s a really tough opponent, and so I’m really pleased
with the win.” Elsewhere Thursday, fifth seed Simona
Halep breezed into the last eight, needing just 68 min-
utes to claim a 6-3, 6-3 win over 14th-ranked Karolina
Pliskova of the Czech Republic. “I’m happy that I won
today. It’s nice to be in the quarterfinals again, a second
year in a row,” the 24-year-old Romanian said.  Halep will
face ninth-ranked Svetlana Kuznetsova of Russia in the
next round. Kuznetsova defeated 12th seed Petra Kvitova
of the Czech Republic 7-6 (7/2) 6-3. In another Russian
victory on Thursday, Daria Kasatkina knocked out sev-
enth-ranked Italian Roberta Vinci, 7-5, 6-3. — AFP 
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