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Hawks are soaring higher this season
Bench is improved, starters are still strong and seeking revenge

By George M. Thomas

Beacon Journal sports writer

POSTED: 07:38 p.m. EST, Dec 28, 2009

INDEPENDENCE: Things look a bit different for the Atlanta Hawks this season.

The Hawks, who will play the Cavaliers in Atlanta on Tuesday night and in Cleveland on Wednesday night, made the playoffs

last year, but their 47-35 record did not scare any of the Eastern Conference's elite teams.

By the time the Hawks met the Cavs in the playoffs, they had been slowed by a seven-game series against the Miami Heat

and were swept in four games.

This season's Hawks, led by Joe Johnson (21.4 points, 5.3 rebounds and 5.1 assists per game), are playing at a higher

level. They are 21-8 and showing no sign of drop-off.

They rank fourth in scoring and lead the NBA in point differential in their victories.

The Cavs still make their name on the defensive end of the court. They rank second in the league in field-goal percentage

allowed, a fact that has contributed greatly to their four-game winning streak, three of which came at the end of a West Coast

road trip.

''I think it's going to be a big game,'' Cavs point guard Mo Williams said. ''We played them in the playoffs; they're going to have

something to prove.''

He should know. The Cavs were in a similar position this season.

''It's no different than when we faced Orlando earlier this year,'' Williams said. ''We were waiting on that game.''

The Hawks were embarrassed in the Eastern Conference semifinals. The Cavs smothered them defensively, holding the

Hawks to 78.3 points per game on 38.5 percent shooting and beat them by an average of 18 points.

That was then and this is now and the Cavs know they will have their hands full.

''They've matured another year,'' Cavs coach Mike Brown said. ''Their bench is deep now and they haven't lost anything in the

starting lineup.''

Williams said it will be particularly difficult Tuesday night.

''They always play really well at home and they're playing at a high level. It's going to be tough for us going in there,'' he said.

''We just have to be prepared.''

Hawks coach Mike Woodson has measured his words carefully leading up to the game and after a blowout win over the

Indiana Pacers.

''I'm not saying we're an elite team, but we're a team I know that if we come committed to play for 48 minutes, we can beat

anyone in this league,'' he said after the win over the Pacers. ''We've got to go home now and handle our business. We've got

Cleveland coming in and they're playing pretty well and this is a good win for us to go back home again.''

The Cavs won the season series 3-1 last season and have won the season series in each of the past six seasons. The one

loss last season came after a furious Hawks comeback. Williams said the Cavs will have to play a complete game to match

what the Philips Arena crowd gives the Hawks.
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''If we don't match that energy, they'll run us out the building like they did the first time last year,'' he said.

NBA honors James

 

LeBron James was named Eastern Conference Player of the week after averaging a 28.8 points 7.3 assists and 7.8

rebounds per game. He had his second triple-double of the season (34 points, 16 rebounds, 10 assists) in an overtime

victory over the Sacramento Kings and the 29 points he scored against the Phoenix Suns helped the Cavs break the Suns'

19-game home winning streak.

The Cavs were 4-0 during the week, including a huge victory over the Los Angeles Lakers on Christmas Day.

George M. Thomas can be reached at sportswriterabj@sbcglobal.net. Read the Cavs blog at http://www.ohio.com/thomas.

Follow Cavs coverage on Twitter at http://www.twitter.com/cavsabj and on Facebook at http://www.facebook.com/CavsABJ.
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