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The Hawks are determined to prove they’ve grown up.

When they lost to the Celtics [team stats] in the first round of the 2008 playoffs, the youthful Hawks were lauded 
for pushing the eventual champions to seven games. Things are different now. The Hawks core has had four 
years to mature together, and they’re eager to establish themselves as serious contenders in the East.

The Hawks are one of only three teams to win a playoff series in each of the past three seasons (the Celtics and 
Lakers are the others). But they’ve been easy to dismiss because they’ve failed to advance beyond the 
conference semifinals each spring.

The Hawks had a prime opportunity to take the next step against an aging Celtics team missing its most important 
player, Rajon Rondo [stats], in Game 2 on Tuesday night.

Things couldn’t have been aligned any better for the Hawks to finally show they’ve changed. Instead, fans 
wandered out of Philips Arena mumbling about the same old Hawks after they blew an 11-point third-quarter lead 
and lost, 87-80.

The Hawks have squandered homecourt advantage as the series shifts to the Garden for Game 3 tomorrow night. 
Atlanta also faces the possibility of its best player in the first two games, forward Josh Smith, missing Game 3. 
The team said yesterday that Smith is day-to-day after leaving late in Game 2 with a strained tendon in his left 
knee.

“We’ve just got to stay poised and stay confident,” All-Star Joe Johnson said. “The one thing that we’ve got to 
understand is that it’s a seven-game series, and just because they won on our home floor doesn’t mean the series 
is over. We’ve got a lot of work left to do.”
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Johnson has the most work to do, as he’s been stifled by the Celtics defense in the first two games. He’s 
averaged 16.5 points but is shooting just 31.3 percent.

Too often, Johnson has reverted into “iso-Joe” mode, where he controls the ball for most of the shot clock before 
attempting a contested jumper. The move drew boos from disgusted Hawks fans on Tuesday night and typically 
resulted in an off-target shot from long range.

“We’ve got to be able to get Joe some open shots,” point guard Jeff Teague said. “We’ve got to figure out how to 
get him some open shots. Once we do that, we’ll be fine. Our defense wasn’t bad. It’s really just getting him 
going.”

That will be easier said than done against a Celtics defense that has thrived on stopping one-man attacks. The 
C’s defense allowed just 36 second-half points in Game 2, limiting the Hawks to 11-of-40 shooting after the break.

Things will only get tougher for Atlanta tomorrow night, as the Celtics will be energized by the return of Rondo and 
the support of the Garden crowd.

“They strapped it on. They played really good defense. Some of the shots were rushed, some of the shots were 
really contested,” Teague said of the second half of Game 2. “They’re a good defensive team. They made their 
adjustments, but we’ve got to make some adjustments in Game 3 on the offensive end.”
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