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Jason Collins before Game 1 in the O-rena. He could actually be of service. (Photo by M. 

Bradley)

Orlando – You’ll have to pardon me, but I get the feeling I covered this series two years ago. The No. 1 seed 

against a team lucky just to be here. The champion-to-be against a no-hope nobody. Remember? Hawks 

against Celtics, 2008?

Wait. You’re saying, “The Hawks aren’t the eighth seed this time? They actually finished third in the NBA 

East?”

Coulda fooled me.

From George Diaz’s column in the Orlando Sentinel: “The Atlanta Hawks shouldn’t be feared. Finish them off 

in five games. Six games, max.”

More? “It should be a cool breeze for the Magic against the Hawks.”

And this: “The only hiccup for the Magic is overconfidence.”
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A check of the standings indicates the Hawks won 53 games this season to the Magic’s 59. That’s a 

difference, yes. But it’s not Round 1 of 2008 redux. There was a 29-game spread between Boston and the 37-

45 Hawks that year, and the series, as I seem to remember, still went seven games.

Strange stuff happens in the playoffs. Were these Hawks to give the Magic a run, it wouldn’t be the strangest 

sight ever. Why, only a year ago the East’s No. 3 seed wound up in the NBA finals.

That team: The Orlando Magic.

I’m not saying the Hawks should be favored. I am saying they have a fighting chance. The Magic’s biggest 

issue will not be overconfidence. It will be the depth of resources on a opponent that just was handed a chance 

to lie down in Round 1 and declined.

More Diaz: “The Hawks got bounced in four games by LeBron James and the Cavaliers last season in the 

playoffs. They’re not much better this season.”

That much is patently inaccurate. The Hawks moved from 47 victories last season to 53 this time. They have 

Jamal Crawford. They have a better Josh Smith, a newly minted All-Star in Al Horford. And besides …

They were hurt in Round 2 a year ago. Horford slogged through the Game 7 victory over Miami and hurt 

himself again in the opener in Cleveland. Marvin Williams didn’t play in the two games at the Q. Joe Johnson 

got hurt in Game 2 up there.

Is this Round 2 different, health-wise? “Without a doubt,” Mike Woodson said. “We limped our way into it 

[against Cleveland].”

The Hawks weren’t going to beat Cleveland anyway last season, but they might have won a game or two with 

all hands on deck. They should at least win a game or two against the Magic. At least.

“It’s fun to have the opportunity to prove a lot of people wrong,” Jamal Crawford said Tuesday, speaking before 

Game 1 here. “And when you do, things change.”

With expectation comes pressure. The Magic can’t be satisfied with anything short of another finals excursion, 

and they’re good enough to get there. But the Hawks are good, too. The Hawks can play a little, and 

sometimes more than a little. If they defend the way they did in Games 6 and 7 against Milwaukee, they’re 

capable of beating anybody anytime.

Don’t misunderstand: The Hawks are the underdogs on merit, but they’re not dead dogs. There’s fight in them. 

And there’s enough sass to want to preempt the Magic’s date with LeBron in the Eastern Conference finals.

Reminded that the East’s No. 3 seed played for the NBA title 11 months ago, the coach of the East’s No. 3 

seed in 2010 smiled. “Let’s see what happens,” Mike Woodson said.

And that, oddly enough, is why we’re here: To see what happens. We’ll be here until Game 1 is done, 

and I’d be happy to entertain questions, comments and advice on how to guard Dwight Howard. 

(Speaking of which: Woodson wouldn’t reveal his plan before the game. “I’ve got an idea,” he said, and then 

said no more. But the sight of the seldom-used Jason Collins warming in earnest suggested the Hawks plan to 

deploy him as a third-string Howard hammer.

(Indeed, Mike Bibby was overhead saying in the locker room: “Big Jace, I like seeing that glow.”)
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And yes, I’m fully aware that the Hawks are 0-3 with me on-site this spring. They’ll break that jinx soon 

enough. I mean, even the ‘62 Mets won a few games, did they not? 
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