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Hawks are a much better team this year
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rfinnan@MorningJournal.com

CLEVELAND — The Cavaliers bulldozed their way past the Atlanta Hawks in the second round of the playoffs last season.

Their 4-0 sweep was easier than many predicted.

Don't expect another walk in the park when the Cavs (24-8) tangle with the Hawks on back-to-back nights.

The Cavs will face the Hawks (21-8) at 7 tonight at Philips Arena in a matchup of two of the Eastern Conference's elite

teams. The Hawks are off to their second-best start in franchise history.

"They'll have something to prove," Cavs guard Mo Williams said. "They are a better team than last year. We're aware of

that. It will be a good game (tonight)."

The Cavs and the Hawks are both a conference-best 12-2 at home. They'll resume their rivalry on Wednesday at Quicken

Loans Arena.

"They are playing at a high level," Williams said.

Celebrities come out in droves in Philips Arena when the Cavs come to town. The arena is often times sold out.

"It's tough playing there, especially when we come in," Williams said. "The crowd is at another level.

"We have to match that energy. If we don't match that energy, they'll run you out of the gym."

Williams said he's pretty sure the Hawks have circled this game on their calendar.

"It's no different than what we did with Orlando," he said.

The core of the Hawks' team has been together for three years now. They added guard Jamal Crawford and

forward/center Joe Smith in the offseason (he didn't play in their last game because of a dislocated left thumb).

"But as far as having a few years under your belt — where you are playing together and you have that chemistry — that

definitely helps," Cavs forward LeBron James said.

"They have a good leader in Joe (Johnson) and the rest of those guys kind of fall into place. It will be a good test for us."

He loves the addition of the 6-foot-5 Crawford, their second-leading scorer at 16.8 per game.
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"He's a huge plus," James said. "He's a starter coming off the bench. Any time you have that kind of firepower coming off

the bench, it helps your team."

The Hawks' front line is formidable with Josh Smith, Marvin Williams and Al Horford.

"They are athletic," Mo Williams said. "They have athleticism at every position. They get up and down the floor and finish.

"They (present) matchup problems. They switch everything because they are athletic. That makes them good."

Speaking of good, Mo Williams is playing his best basketball of the season. He's averaging 24.8 points in his last four

games, topping the 20-point barrier in every contest.

He's only done that one other time in his career, from Dec. 21-28, 2008.

Mo Williams is also averaging 5.0 assists and 4.8 rebounds in that span. He's shooting 54 percent from the field and

95.7 percent from the foul line (22 of 23).

The 6-foot-1 guard has made at least three 3-point goals in each of those four games. Over that stretch, he's shooting a

sizzling 61.9 percent from behind the arc (13 of 21).

"I've been consistent," Mo Williams said. "I'm getting more and more comfortable with my team. This time last year, I hit

my stride.

"I have to find my niche with this team. There are going to be games when you don't shoot the ball well. But you can help

your team besides scoring."

The Cavs have won four in a row and nine of their last 10.

Mo Williams said the Cavs have gelled as a team.

"Defensively, we are at our best," he said. "We want to keep that rolling."

James honored

James was named the Eastern Conference's Player of the Week for games played Dec. 21-27.

In four games during the week, James averaged a conference-best 29.5 points, 7.8 rebounds, 7.3 assists and 1.8

steals. He shot 51 percent from the field.

It's the second time he's won the award this season and the 22nd time in his career. The Cavs were 4-0 during the week.

Quick shots

* Guard Daniel Gibson has been removed from Brown's rotation for the time being. "Boobie has been playing very well

and he's a joy to coach, it is just tough to play that many perimeter guys," Brown said. "It's a matter of trying to find time for

six." Gibson is fighting for playing time with James, Mo Williams, Anthony Parker, Delonte West and Jamario Moon.

* The Cavs had their annual gift exchange after practice on Monday at Cleveland Clinic Courts.
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