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Hawks wrap up road trip in quotable style 

By: Kevin Arnovitz 

OKLAHOMA CITY -- Air quotes from players are rare sightings in NBA locker rooms, so it was natural to 

read into Atlanta Hawks big man Al Horford as he described an "entertaining game" (cue gesture) his 

team lost in Oklahoma City to the Thunder 123-115 on Friday night. 

Air quotes suggest ambivalence -- words with both literal and ironic connotations. The game was an 

entertaining offensive showcase, in which the Hawks solved a riddle or two. In the absence of 

sharpshooter Kyle Korver, they rediscovered the spacing that enabled their offense to flourish this 

season. Pero Antic, the team's beloved backup center who had drained a total of four 3-pointers since 

the All-Star break, went 4-for-6 from beyond the arc. 

After a "dud" at the Golden State Warriors on Wednesday night, in the language of coach Mike 

Budenholzer, they'll tolerate a loss in which they put up 115 points in 95 possessions and rediscovered 

their "competitive spirit" (an actual quote, not an air quote, in Budenholzer's postgame news 

conference). 

Finishing up the 11-day road trip 3-3 doesn't bring any satisfaction to a team that played .800 ball for the 

lion's share of the season, but Horford suggested the Hawks have priced in a measure of difficulty into 

their rosy campaign. 

"Every team I've been on -- every team anywhere -- goes through adversity," Horford said. "It's how you 

handle it. That's what we're learning about ourselves right now." 

Leading the Eastern Conference by 10 games in the loss column with 13 to play, the Hawks are using the 

balance of the season as a proving ground to test whether they can recapture the romance of their 

perfect January. But they're not sweating it out. Consecutive losses are never pleasant, but hey, backup 

wing Kent Bazemore is getting some burn with the starters. Nobody likes hemorrhaging a line of 36-10-

14 to Russell Westbrook, but both Budenholzer and Horford maintained the Hawks did a reasonably 

good job of contesting shots. 

The team still "broke bread" -- Horford's other air quote in a conversation that lasted shy of six minutes, 

which makes him the league leader -- during the trip, and the conversations at those regular team 

dinners still revolved around topics far removed from basketball. The Hawks' staff is a big believer in the 

value of work-life balance, so many of the players had significant others join them on the trip, a privilege 

bestowed on occasion to everyone on the roster. 

Conversations with the Hawks leave the impression that any doubt the team can find the magic of 

January is far from creeping into the locker room. One look at the even distribution of shots and assists 

on Friday night reveals that the team's egalitarian principles are still at work. After Sunday afternoon's 

tilt with San Antonio Spurs, Atlanta faces only three remaining opponents with winning records and will 



open the playoffs as the East's No. 1 seed. Their best offensive (Korver) and defensive (Thabo Sefolosha) 

wings, respectively, are each on the mend, so there's little reason to draw too many conclusions about 

any vulnerabilities -- as long as the effort is there. 

At least that's the collective sentiment being expressed at present. It's tricky, because once Korver and 

Sefolosha return, the Hawks' key contributors are almost certain to see a ton of rest in preparation for 

the postseason. That being the case, how will we know if and when the Hawks are achieving their full 

potential? 

Truth is: No team ever has a precise grasp on what it is and what it can achieve at full strength. Coaches 

and players can preach about the virtues of identity and process, but there's always a degree of faith. At 

53-16, that's where Atlanta stands as it returns home to play out the final sixth of its season. The next 

time the Hawks cross the Mississippi River, it will be to play in their first Finals since arriving in Atlanta, 

or for a less-than-satisfying vacation. 

 


