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With offense struggling, Hawks call on defense 

By Sekou Smith  

ATLANTA — The method doesn't always matter. 

Sometimes it's only the result that counts. 

And for the Atlanta Hawks, on liberation day, the day that the long-awaited sale of the franchise was 

finally announced, the only way to finish the night off was with defense. The Hawks had to lean on their 

defense late to survive the Brooklyn Nets 96-91 in Game 2 of their first round playoff series to take a 2-0 

lead. 

That gorgeous, pace-and-space offense that has dazzled all season long ground to a halt as the Hawks 

shot just 39 percent from the floor (35-for-90) and from beyond the 3-point line (12-for-31), missing out 

on opportunity after opportunity to put some distance between themselves and the Nets. The free-

flowing offense was missing in action on this night, replaced by a bunch that got plenty of good looks 

but simply could not find the mark. 

As ugly as their shooting was, the Hawks have no problem resting their case on their defensive efficiency 

rating that ranked among the top six teams in the NBA during the regular season, a fallback plan that 

showed its playoff legs Wednesday night. 

"The defense down the stretch did it," Paul Millsap said after a breakout night that didn't include the 

protective pad on his right shoulder that bothered him throughout the course of Game 1. "Forcing them 

off the 3-point line and making them take tough shots." 

Indeed. 

Deron Williams missed a wide-open baseline 15-footer that would have tied the game with 10 seconds 

to play, creating a crease for himself with a shot fake on Kent Bazemore. But the Hawks played sound 

defense on the possession, collapsing in the paint and then closing out on the shooters on the 

perimeter. Williams caught the ball beyond the 3-point line and could have tried to hoist a potential go-

ahead 3-pointer from the corner, but Bazemore contested the shot perfectly, forcing Williams off his 

spot. 

Kyle Korver grabbed the rebound and sank two free throws to finish the Nets off. 

"They collapsed," said Nets swingman Joe Johnson, who drove into the paint and found Williams on the 

wing for that shot. "They've been doing that all year. They are a great defensive team. They guard the 

paint and they close out on shooter. I just tried to make the right play. I thought Deron had a great 

shot." 

Williams did get a great look, but he couldn't make a great shot. 



That said, this series hasn't been as easy as some people assumed it would be for the Hawks. This is the 

curse of not playing a legitimately meaningful game for the final three weeks of the regular season. 

"It was what you expect in the playoffs," said Hawks coach Mike Budenholzer, who was recognized 

before the game as the 2014-15 Red Auerbach Trophy winner as NBA Coach of the Year. "They're a good 

team. They kept coming back and there were big possessions late in the game. I think we feel fortunate 

that we made just enough plays, just enough stops. Defensively, we got a little bit better tonight. But we 

need to play better going forward, to play better for longer stretches." 

Anyone expecting the Hawks to steamroll these Nets based on their 4-0 regular season series sweep, is 

simply not paying attention to this energized Nets team that has emerged over the course of these last 

two games. Their size and depth in the hypersensitive space that is a best-of-seven series is impossible 

to ignore. And when veteran backup point guard Jarrett Jack is playing lights out (23 points on 5-for-7 

shooting, five rebounds and three assists) to go along with Johnson's steady attack (19 points, nine 

rebounds) and Brook Lopez (20 points, eight rebounds and three blocks) inside, these Nets do not 

resemble a team that needed the final night of the season to determine whether or not they'd even 

make the playoff field. 

"They're a good team," Millsap said. "They have talented players. They're a tough team. But we were 

able to hold them to 91 points and that's a plus for us." 

Having Millsap back in regular form was a huge plus for the Hawks. Both he and Al Horford led the way, 

each one of them playing through whatever physical issues that bothered them to power the Hawks' 

energetic effort. 

Millsap discarded the protective pad he wore under a compression on his sprained right shoulder in 

Game 1 and responded with a timely, team-high 19 points (7-for-11 shooting and a perfect 4-for-4 from 

beyond the 3-point line) to go with his seven rebounds, two assists and 2 blocks. Horford, playing with 

the dislocated finger on his right hand taped up, scored 14 points, grabbed 13 rebounds, dished out 7 

assists and blocked two shots. 

"I felt good," Millsap said. "I was shooting the ball pretty well in practice without the pad, so I got out 

there and tried it and it felt pretty good." 

The mood at Philips was festive from start to finish, thanks in large part to the Coach of the Year buzz 

leftover from that announcement from Monday afternoon, the before, during and after performances 

of Atlanta native and rapper/actor Ludacris and also from the news of the sale of the franchise. The 

official word from the Hawks came just before halftime. League owners still have to approve the sale to 

the group led by billionaire Anthony Ressler and including former NBA All-Star Grant Hill. 

But the 2-0 series lead as the series shifts to Brooklyn for Games 3 and 4 was the only thing that 

mattered in the Hawks' locker room. They didn't care that it wasn't as pretty as some people wanted it 

or that they didn't run the Nets out of the building. 



"It's big," Millsap said. "We did what were supposed to do. We took care of home and got two wins 

here. It's going to be a tough two games on the road. But we feel like we can win them. They're 

winnable games for us, if we set the tone early and come out and do what we're supposed to do." 

 


