Sports: Colleges
Ex-NIC-9 stars going dancing
Robinson, Veasley get their first taste of the NCAA Tournament.
By Jay Taft  ROCKFORD REGISTER STAR

L.C. Robinson and Willie Veasley will take their first steps onto an NCAA Tournament court this week, and the former NIC-9 standouts were having a little trouble staying relaxed Monday night.

“I’m so tired, because of everything we’ve been through lately, but I’m so charged. I still keep thinking I’m going to wake up,” said Florida A&M 6-foot junior guard Robinson, who gained valuable postseason experience during his time at Rockford Jefferson and Highland Community College. “This is something I used to dream about as a kid, and I can’t stop thinking about how lucky I am right now. It’s good, right now. It’s good.”

The Rattlers got 39 points and a buzzer-beating game-winner from Brian Greene to knock off the Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference regular-season champ Delaware State in Saturday’s conference tourney finals. And although Florida A&M (21-13) must face Niagara (22-11) in today’s 6:30 p.m. play-in game, the fact the Rattlers made it into the tourney can never be taken away.

“We feel like we got a little dissed by (the play-in) game,” Robinson said, “but we’re going to use it as a statement game.”

Robinson is not only averaging 11.3 points and 2.4 rebounds a game for the Rattlers, but he leads the team and led the league in 3-point shooting. He’s made 39 percent (101-for-262) of his treys, going over 100 on the year during his 25-point outburst in the conference tournament semifinals when he sank seven from 3-point range.

Veasley’s Butler Bulldogs lost a shot at one of those automatic bids when they fell 60-55 to Wright State in the Horizon League final. But with a 27-6 record and a top-25 ranking throughout most of the year, it was a forgone conclusion they were in.

“Yeah, but we were still a little nervous. Once we saw our name on that screen, everybody jumped up and started high-fiving each other — it was instant excitement,” said Veasley, whose team got a No. 5 seed and will face No. 12 Old Dominion (24-8) at 1:30 p.m. Friday. “We’ll always know we went to the big tournament. This is it. This is the big one.”

Veasley, the 6-3 freshman forward from Freeport, is leading the team with a 64 percent (36-for-56) field goal shooting clip while averaging 2.9 points and 2.3 rebounds per outing.

He’s happy to be making a trip to the big dance — and in his first season — but he’s hoping to be able to pitch in as much as possible in the tourney.

“There’s no real pressure on us anymore — the pressure was more to get us in,” Veasley said. “Now we just go out and play basketball. We want to get that tourney win. We want to keep this season going.”

The Bulldogs are in the St. Louis Regional, and a first-round win would pit them up against the No. 4 Maryland (24-8)-No. 13 Davidson (29-4) winner in the round of 32. The Rattlers would go up against No. 1 Kansas (30-4) in the San Jose Regional if they are able to get past Niagara tonight.

“We have to,” Robinson said. “It can’t end here.”
