Atlantic Division

BOSTON CELTICS

It'll obviously be hard for the Celtics to duplicate their 66-16 record from a season ago, and repeat as NBA champions. But it will be almost impossible for them to repeat as pointspread kings. The Celtics were a sizzling 52-28-2 ATS overall, and 27-13-1 ATS on the road, out-performing even optimistic expectations. The principal reason was that they were the league's best defensive club, allowing only 90.3 ppg and 41.9% shooting by opponents. The acquisition of Ray Allen was huge, but it was the addition of Kevin Garnett that supplied leadership and a defensive culture in this team.

Another big factor in the Celts' meteoric rise was the development of Rajon Rondo (10.6 ppg, 5.1 apg), much maligned at the season's outset but in the end a very worthy floor general. Kendrick Perkins (6.1 rpg) was a hard-nosed complement for Garnett up front and should be again. Boston was thought to be thin on the bench but eventually had a team of reserves that was special. James Posey is lost from that crew, having gone off to New Orleans. Sam Cassell and P.J. Brown are probably gone. But Eddie House and Leon Powe remain, and they're joined by promising rookies Bill Walker and J.R. Giddens.

As long as Garnett's on board, this team will have the ability to stop people. But with Paul Pierce and Allen a year older, this team hopes for progress from the likes of Rondo, Perkins and Powe to fend off challenges from Eastern rivals. 

TORONTO RAPTORS 

The Raptors could do no better than .500 last season, and while they were strong in the favorite's role (27-20 ATS), they underperformed when getting points (only 13-22 ATS). This team also struggled on occasions when versatile power forward Chris Bosh (22.3 ppg, 8.7 rpg) was out of the lineup. Toronto ranked 28th in the NBA with only 40 rebounds per contest. So management undertook to give Bosh some veteran help up front, and they wound up acquiring Jermaine O'Neal from Indiana in exchange for four players. Roy Hibbert, the first-round pick from Georgetown, went to the Pacers in that deal, but the Raptors are optimistic about rookie big man Nathan Jawai, known as the "Aussie Shaq," who was acquired with O'Neal.

The point guard situation is solid in the hands of Jose Calderon, who shot 52% and had a sensational 5.6-to-1 assist-to-turnover ratio. Roko Uric of Croatia and WIll Solomon, a star in the European League, will be his backups. Jamario Moon came out of nowhere to be a revelation among rookies (8.5 ppg, 6.2 rpg). Jason Kapono shot 48% from three-point range, but didn't shoot enough. Andrea Bargnani, the #1 overall pick from two years ago, saw his scoring average and minutes reduced, as he shot less than 39% from the floor. Now entering his third season, it's time for him to produce more. 

Toronto can be a challenger, but it's no secret what must happen. O'Neal has to stay healthy to make this team rougher and tougher. 

PHILADELPHIA 76ERS 

The 76ers started slowly, but this team, considered to be in the rebuilding phase after dealing Allen Iverson, rallied to finish 40-42 SU (43-38-1 ATS) and grabbed the seventh Eastern Conference seed. The Sixers won 22 of their last 34 regular season games, and that coincided with the firing of general manager Billy King, who was replaced by Ed Stefanski. 

The Iverson trade brought over point guard Andre Miller from Denver, and he has been a steadying influence (17.1 ppg, 6.9 apg). Samuel Dalembert has become a genuine inside force, averaging 10.4 rebounds and 2.3 blocks. Thaddeus Young, the first-round draftee from Georgia Tech, shot 54%. And Andre Iguodala, a great defender to begin with, accomplished further development of his all-around game, leading the club with 19.9 ppg and picking up some of the slack Iverson left with his departure.

The Sixers made fewer three-pointers than anyone (3.7 per game), which is why they signed long-range shooter Kareem Rush as a free agent. But in looking to progress to the next level the biggest free agent pickup was Elton Brand, one of the NBA's best power forwards for years, who tore his Achilles tendon before last season and got in only eight games with the Clippers at the tail end. He needs to prove he can come back and play a healthy season, but if he can, provides a heretofore missing element that can put Maurice Cheeks' team into the upper half of the conference's playoff contenders.

NEW JERSEY NETS 

The Nets, ticketed for Brooklyn eventually, have a roster that has clearly been in transition. And they took giant steps toward that end since the start of 2008. First they dealt point guard Jason Kidd to the Dallas Mavericks. Then in June they dealt slick-scoring small forward Richard Jefferson to Milwaukee. That leaves Vince Carter (21.3 ppg) to assume the leadership role of a team that disappointed their fans with a 34-48 SU record, and their backers with a 19-31-1 ATS record when getting points.

Part of the team's rebuilding process began with last year's draft, when Sean Williams, the troubled Boston College star, was drafted to provide shot-blocking in the paint.  And there is potential for depth at the forward position, because New Jersey acquired Bobby Simmons and Chinese import Yi Jianlian in the Jefferson trade, and signed Jarvis Hayes and Eduardo Najera as free agents. Devin Harris, acquired from Dallas in exchange for Kidd, is the point guard of the future. 

More additions came in the draft, as Brook Lopez, the seven-foot shot-blocker from Stanford, and all-around talent Chris Douglas-Roberts of Memphis were selected. 

This team had Kidd's stamp on it for so long that it is difficult to make an evaluation of it without him. Lawrence Frank is a coach who is on the spot, but if he can get this group to play together, they have a chance to reverse last season's 34-47-1 ATS mark, because they will likely be undervalued. 

NEW YORK KNICKS 

The Knicks were a disaster in the 2007-08 season. It began badly, with a sexual harassment suit against Isaiah Thomas. It didn't get better. Zach Randolph, who was acquired from Portland, put up numbers (17.6 ppg, 10.3 rpg), but was, as usual, not a team player, and Eddy Curry virtually disappeared alongside him (4.7 rpg). Stephon Marbury was a frequent no-show. And speaking of no-shows, nobody showed up to play defense. The Knicks allowed opponents to shoot 47.5% from the field, and that was probably one reason things got nasty at Madison Square Garden, where they posted a lousy 16-25 ATS record.

Of course, Thomas got the hook at season's end. New coach Mike D'Antoni, who had been fired in Phoenix, will try to implement his hurry-up system in the Big Apple. While he doesn't have a floor leader on hand to make the whole thing happen, he does have a bunch of shooters who don't pass or defend particularly well, so at least that part will fit. 

David Lee, the real grinder on this team (8.9 rpg, 55% FG) and one of the league's best players off the bench, seems hopelessly out of place here. Maybe Chris Duhon, a point guard with the Bulls last year, can help. But all too often, it has taken more than one basketball at a time to satisfy this bunch, and unless D'Antoni brought that in his bag of tricks from Phoenix, this shapes up as another long season.

Central Division

DETROIT PISTONS 

The Pistons' lineup has been together for quite some time now. And like the San Antonio Spurs, one has to raise a question as to when these guys are becoming too old. Well, last year it didn't happen, as Detroit sailed to a 59-23 record, winning the Central title, and was a dominant home team, rolling to a 26-15 ATS mark. 

But Chauncey Billups, the floor leader, is 32. Richard Hamilton is 30. Rasheed Wallace is 34, as is Antonio McDyess. Along with the "youngster," Tayshaun Prince (28), they know each other like the back of their hands. That's an advantage, obviously, but in recent seasons depth has been a problem, especially when this team goes into a shooting slump, as it has a tendency to do. 

The Pistons were also 40-26 ATS as a favorite, which means they knew how to put teams away. One of the reasons is that a stronger bench was developed last year, as Rodney Stuckey (7.7 ppg) and Jason Maxiell (7.9 ppg, 5.3 rpg), who also saw time as a starter, became dependable members of the rotation. 

Defense always helps, and Detroit held opponents to 90-.1 ppg, the lowest in the NBA. 

This season Joe Dumars, who fired coach Flip Saunders and replaced him with Michael Curry, made minimal additions to the roster, bringing in Kwame Brown and Will Bynum to beef up the bench. Unless other Eastern rivals haven't gained enough ground, the Pistons could hear footsteps in their own division. 

CLEVELAND CAVALIERS

The Cavaliers went to the NBA Finals two seasons ago. Last year they had some serious shifts in personnel and returned to the playoffs, taking the Celtics to seven games in the Eastern semi-finals. It is a year where there is some uncertainty, because it is the last year of LeBron James' contract. James (30 ppg, 7.9 rpg) is clearly the straw that stirs the drink in Cleveland, and any personnel moves are designed to build around him. 

One of those moves produced small forward Wally Szczerbiak (8.2 ppg), who was supposed to take some of the scoring burden off LeBron. Delonte West proved to be a serviceable point guard. But his contract became problematic. So the team made a deal to pick up Mo Williams, who'll probably be the second scoring option, from Milwaukee. Still, the Cavs have a way to go in supplementing what LeBron can do, as they were 28th in the league, shooting 43.9% last year. 

Two key reserves, Sasha Pavlovic and Anderson Varejao, should be with the team from the start of the schedule, which will help. And then there's Ben Wallace, who can still bang a few heads and block a few shots in limited playing time. 

The Cavaliers offered little value to people who backed them, going 15-26 ATS at home and 37-45 ATS overall. But GM Danny Ferry has done enough shuffling to where he finally may have the winning combination of supporting characters to make this production as smash. 

INDIANA PACERS

The Indiana Pacers will have to overcome a number of things in order to rise to the level of a genuine playoff contender. The Pacers thought they were picking up some scoring punch when they made a deal with the Warriors to acquire Mike Dunleavy and Troy Murphy midway through the 2006-07 season. They got some scoring, but also got weaker on the defensive end. And the Pacers had to endure off-the- court problems with point guard Jamaal Tinsley, which left Indiana without true leadership on the floor. 

At this juncture, you really can't tell these players without a scorecard. Jermaine O'Neal, a team fixture for years, was traded to Toronto. The Pacers acquired point guard T.J. Ford, forward Radoslav Nesterovic and rookie Roy Hibbert in that deal, as well as Jarrett Jack and rookie Brandon Rush from Portland. In the rotation, these guys will join Dunleavy, Murphy, and last year's most outstanding performer, Danny Granger, who averaged 19.6 points and 6.1 rebounds in only his third pro season.

But when evaluating the Pacers, who gave up over 105 points a game and shot only 44.4% from the floor, you see a team that is starting from square one. It's less realistic to see an ensemble of capable players than it is to wonder how long it's going to take for this mish-mash to begin to work together under coach Jim O'Brien. For a team that was 22-28-1 ATS as a dog, it may be later rather than sooner. 

CHICAGO BULLS

The Bulls, who looked like a real up-and-comer in the East, went through meltdown last season. They were the worst shooting team in the NBA (43.5%), which contributed to coach Scott Skiles losing his job. Jim Boylan became the interim coach and had a brief impact, but in the end the Bulls were 33-49 SU, compared with 49-33 the year before. And this team "dogged" it when it came to getting points (19-27 ATS). 

Vinny Del Negro comes in as a rookie head coach, but he has a veteran staff of assistants, including Del Harris and Bernie Bickerstaff. The team experienced a stroke of luck when it won the lottery and the rights to select Derrick Rose first in the draft. Rose is a point guard with the ability to tranform the Bulls into a perennial playoff team. He's a leader. He is physical. He is a defender. He is improving as a shooter. He will team with Kirk Heinrich in what should be an efficient backcourt.

Chicago has talented players off the bench in Andres Nocioni, Larry Hughes and Ben Gordon, but the Bulls are missing some component parts. There still is not a dependable inside scorer to team with small forward Luol Deng (17 ppg). Drew Gooden is soft; Tyrus Thomas lacks bulk, and Joakim Noah is undersized for an NBA center. So there is still some unfinished business for the front office, and plenty of work to be done to improve on last year's 36-46 ATS mark.

MILWAUKEE BUCKS 

Under former coaches Don Nelson and George Karl the Milwaukee Bucks were known as a team that could score but were short on defense and bulk. Things aren't much different now.

The Bucks, who were just 6-15 ATS as a favorite, unloaded coach Larry Krystkowiak and replaced him with Scott Skiles, who was fired by Chicago last Christmas Eve. A big trade was made, bringing Richard Jefferson from the Nets in exchange for Bobby Simmons and Yi Jianlian, last year's first-round pick. That was followed by another deal in which point guard Mo Williams and small forward Desmond Mason left, and guards Luke Ridnour and Damon Jones, along with forward Adrian Griffin, came in. 

Milwaukee drafted slick-scoring 6'8" Joe Alexander out of West Virginia, but what exists, besides guard Michael Redd, is a team with soft guys playing up front. Even 6'11" Charlie Villanueva is no banger, and Andrew Bogut is a center whose game is based on finesse.

No one doubts the offensive ability of Redd, Jefferson, or Villanueva, but this team needs toughness, and along those lines it is hoped that pickups like Malik Allen and Luc Richard Mbah a Moute will join Michael Ruffin in providing some help.

The Bulls, under Skiles, led the NBA in defense two seasons ago. This coach's influence needs to be felt in Milwaukee, where last year the Bucks allowed opponents to shoot 48%, ranking 29th in the NBA. They won't improve on their 34 covers if they don't improve there. 

Southeast Division

ORLANDO MAGIC

There was no secret to the success of the Orlando Magic last year. They made a lot of three-pointers (9.8 per game, to lead the league) and relied on the front court ferocity of Dwight Howard (20.7 ppg), who led the NBA in rebounds (14.2). Aside from Howard, this is not a team that will bang with opponents, but under coach Stan Van Gundy, Orlando showed surprising mental toughness, going 27-14 ATS on the road. But they also exceeded expectations at home, with a 24-15-2 ATS mark.

Part of this team's efficiency was that it created matchup problems for the opponent, as both starting forwards - Hedo Turkoglu (19.5 ppg) and Rashard Lewis (18.2 ppg) not only stand 6'10", but are accomplished perimeter shooters. Turkoglu hit 40% of his three-point attempts, while Lewis was 41% from downtown. 

Having let Keyon Dooling go, Orlando focused on putting some more size in the backcourt, and took Courtney Lee, the Sun Belt player of the year, in the first round. He'll see time opposite clever point man Jameer Nelson, who averaged 10.9 points and had a 2.8-to-1 assist-turnover ratio. But defense among the guards must improve. 

The Magic provided a truckload of value for those who wagered on them last season, but they don't appear likely to be sneaking up on anyone this year. With several teams in the Eastern Conference improved or healthier, Orlando may have to offer some help for Howard on the boards to progress to the next level. 

WASHINGTON WIZARDS

The Wizards suffered some injury setbacks last season, not the least of which was losing Gilbert Arenas for the bulk of the season with a knee injury. Arenas, an MVP contender two seasons ago, played in only 13 games. All-Star Caron Butler was also in and out of the lineup with concerns about his hip. And prior to the season, Etan Thomas, one of the bangers up front, had open heart surgery and missed the entire campaign.

With all of this, Washington rode the play of Antawn Jamison (21.4 ppg, 10.2 rpg) and Butler, when healthy, reaching the playoffs with a 43-39 SU record and registering a very credible 46-35-1 ATS mark  Although they again failed in the post-season against Cleveland, they demonstrated something to build on. Arenas re-signed, and structured his deal so the Wizards could keep other players as well. Thomas played in the summer league and is expected to make a return. One intriguing addition is first-round pick Jevale McGee, who was a renowned shot-blocker at Nevada. Along with Oleksiy Pecherov, the first-round selection in 2006, he will compete for playing time against Thomas and Brendan Haywood. 

The Wizards shot only 44.6% from the field last season, ranking 22nd in the league. Whether shot selection will improve with the return of Arenas, a 42.7% career shooter, is debatable. But they may have been undervalued by oddsmakers after the loss of Agent Zero last year, so duplicating their pointspread success this time around may take some effort. 

ATLANTA HAWKS 

The Hawks did not have a great season in 2007-08, but at 37-45 SU it was better than they had produced in the recent past. In fact, in the comparatively weak Eastern Conference, it was good enough to snag the eighth and final playoff spot in the East. And Mike Woodson's bunch proved they have some definite upside when they extended eventual NBA champion Boston to seven games in the opening post-season series, a remarkable achievement considering the Celtics finished 29 games ahead of Atlanta in the standings. 

The Hawks already had Joe Johnson (21.7 ppg, 5.8 apg), one of the most dynamic players in the NBA, and Josh Smith, an athletic shot-blocking machine (2.8 blocks/game). Then in the draft they added Al Horford, the tough and talented front court player from Florida, who went on to be the runner-up in the Rookie of the Year balloting, after averaging 9.7 rebounds per contest. To show they were serious about winning immediately, management acquired point guard Mike Bibby in a big trade with Sacramento. 

Atlanta took a personnel hit when Josh Childress, a valuable member of the rotation, took a big-money offer from a European team and jumped to play overseas. But that alone doesn't preclude this from being a team of the future. These guys may have underachieved as an underdog (just 17-30 ATS), but that should improve with experience. With the young ensemble and leadership all season from Bibby, this is a team that could conceivably make some noise. 

CHARLOTTE BOBCATS

The Bobcats, who are owned in part by Michael Jordan, don't necessarily have any heirs to his throne on the roster, but they appear to be building steadily. And they have some talent in key positions. Emeka Okafor is, of course, the mainstay on the front line, a center-forward who has shown he can rebound (10.7 rpg) and block shots at a high NBA level. 

Gerald Wallace has had problems with concussions, but when he's on his game, he can be devastating. Jason Richardson (21.8 ppg) was a streaky scorer who carried the team at times. Point guard Raymond Felton can't shoot all that well, and will be challenged by rookie D.J. Augustin, the first-round draft choice from Texas. 

The Bobcats will benefit if Adam Morrison, who had to sit out all of last season with a knee injury, comes back to contribute with his scoring ability off the bench. The same can be said of ex-Tar Heel Sean May, who like Morrison, sat out last season.

Aside from Augustin, the most noteworthy arrival might be that of Larry Brown, the well-traveled coach who has reached the playoffs in NBA stops at seven different locations. Chances are, Brown won't have as rough a tenure as he had in New York. And the Bobcats, who often let up on defense (46.6% FG allowed) and tanked it on the road (15-24-2 ATS), may not take the same liberties they did under Sam Vincent, who may have lost control of his team. 

MIAMI HEAT

The Heat  were destroyed by injuries and dissension last season. They lost much of their rotation, including starters Udoinis Haslem and Dywane Wade, as well as backup center Alonzo Mourning. Smush Parker, signed to a free agent contract, had off-the-court issues and never found his way into a game. After missing him for many games with injuries, the Heat traded Shaquille O'Neal, and finished the season with a group of players who came from the NBA's Developmental League. 

The end result was predictable - only 15 straight-up wins and a 33-48-1 ATS record. The Heat was especially horrible when laying points, covering just three of 17 times. They could not score (91.4 ppg) or defend (allowing 46.8% shooting). 

Pat Riley gave up on the team, and stepped down as coach at season's end. Now Miami seeks a fresh start under new coach Erik Spoelstra, and will build their team around the returning Wade (24.6 ppg), small forward Shaun Marion, who was picked up from Phoenix in the trade for Shaq, and first-round draft pick Michael Beasley, who averaged 26.2 points and 2.4 rebounds in his only season at Kansas State. Jason Williams has left, so barring any additional player movement, point guard will be a battle between Marcus Banks, who also came in the Shaq trade, Chris Quinn, who averaged 15 ppg and 7 apg in April, and rookie Mario Chalmers, a defensive stalwart from Kansas. 

This will be an uphill battle, to say the least. 

