
Ah yes, it’s that time of the year again. A time where everyone has a shot at first place. Some players have switched teams while others have retired. Some coaches switched benches while others were fired. So what do I make of this mess known as the 2005-06 NBA Season? Let’s find out:
Eastern Conference:
Atlantic Division:
1. New Jersey – Obviously my heart wants to pick the Knicks here, and I think they will improve a bit but after watching these Knicks in the preseason I just think that they are too inexperienced to make any real noise. Larry Brown will help but he can’t do it all. Meanwhile, the Nets made some nice additions but when you have Carter, Kidd and Jefferson in your starting 5 lots of points will be scored.

2. New York – See above. The Knicks need a small forward badly. Richardson appears to be more injured than previously thought and I still can’t see Crawford and Marbury thriving under Brown. I think they will make the playoffs as an eighth seed but get swept right out of the playoffs. Where have you gone #33? My team turns its lowly eyes to you.

3. Philadelphia – I think that Maurice Cheeks being named head coach of the Sixers was one of the most underrated moves of the summer. Iverson loves Cheeks. He respects him and will do anything for him. This will motivate A.I. more so than ever before. Plus, Andre Iguodala and Samuel Dalembert are stars in the making. 

4. Boston – I was about to put the Celtics in the second slot but I keep hearing things about how Pierce is a ticking time-bomb so I expect him to be traded sometime soon. Once that happens, they will take a step backwards. I do think that they have some great young players such as Banks, Jefferson and West but it isn’t enough in the tough Eastern Conference. Plus, they will miss Gary Payton’s veteran leadership.
5. Toronto – The Raptors are treading on dangerous ground. If things don’t change quickly in Toronto I predict they will be gone in five years. This is the first time in Raptors’ history that they don’t have a bona fide star they can market to the fans in Toronto. Chris Bosh is a great player but he isn’t at the same level Carter or Stoudamire were in T.O. Hopefully for them, Charlie Villaneuva and Joey Graham prove their critics wrong and have big rookie seasons – but I wouldn’t bank on it.
Central Division:

1. Detroit – I can’t remember a time when a two-time Eastern Conference champion was so neglected. The Pistons are that team and they are pissed off. They feel abandoned by their former coach and feel they let last year’s championship slip away. Watch out for Darko Milicic this year. I think he is out to prove everyone wrong and I think he will make great contributions to this team.

2. Indiana – I think the Pacers have a great ability of not letting their window of opportunity close shut. They drafted Danny Granger late in the first round and he might turn out to be this year’s Rookie of the Year. But more importantly, they signed one of the best European players in the world in Sarunas Jasikevicius. This guy is unconscious from beyond the arc and has more heart than half of the players in the league.

3. Cleveland – I like the moves that the Cavs made in the offseason. Picking up guys like Damon Jones, Larry Hughes and Donyell Marshall will help take some of the scoring load off of LeBron James. They will definitely make the playoffs this year but they are still a couple years away from making a lot of noise.
4. Chicago – All things considered, this has to be viewed as a disappointing off-season for the young Bulls. I don’t think they would have ever imagined being without Eddy Curry and they also lost a veteran leader in Antonio Davis. I think that Michael Sweetney can help out some and that Ben Gordon is a star in the making but I see him having a sophomore slump this year. Why? Because one time I saw him walking down 5th Avenue in NYC and I said hello and he blew me off. That’s why damn it.
5. Milwaukee – Wow, is this a strong division or what? The Bucks would definitely not be in last place if they were in the Atlantic or Southeast divisions. I love the fact that the Bucks picked up Jamaal Magloire. I think he will flourish there. I also think that Andrew Bogut has the word “bust” written all over him. Michael Redd is one of the best young stars in the league but I think they still need some more options to surround him with. Let the Terry Porter watch begin.
Southeast Division:

1. Miami – This division should be renamed Miami and Co. because there is no doubt as to who is the boss around here. I still think the Heat will be sorely disappointed in their off-season moves though. Jason Williams and Antoine Walker are not the kind of players to surround Dwyane Wade and Shaq with. I hate to have to tell everyone I told you so come June but just wait because I will.

2. Washington – Given the fact that they lost some important pieces to last year’s playoff team I think the Wiz made out well in the off-season. Antonio Daniels and Caron Butler will fit in well in Washington and Arenas and Jamison are one of the best 1-2 punches in the league. They should be a very fun team to watch but have no one to counter Shaq and that is the difference.

3. Atlanta – Surprise! Here come the Hawks. I think Atlanta has one of the best young teams in the league and they should improve greatly. Let us count the ways: Al Harrington, Josh Smith, Marvin Williams, Salim Stoudamire, Zaza Pachulia, Josh Childress, Royal Ivey and not to mention veteran Tony Delk. I really like this team a lot and I think in a couple of years they may be a force to be reckoned with in the East. Keep on eye out on Joe Johnson though. This may be the classic case of one great season followed by a big contract followed by disappointment and complacency. See Dampier, Erick as proof. 
4. Orlando – I never fully understood why Brian Hill was fired as Magic coach a decade or so ago. I always thought he was one of the best young coaches in the league and now he appears to have gotten a second chance in Orlando. However, this team is a little different than the one that made it to the Finals in 1995. After Dwight Howard and Steve Francis there just isn’t much to work with here. And don’t think I forgot about Grant Hill. I think this will be his last season in the NBA as his body continues to break down right before our eyes.

5. Charlotte – The Bobcats had a great draft. Sean May is a beast and Raymond Felton will be solid. Couple that with rising stars Gerald Wallace, Emeka Okafor and the rejuvenated Brevin Knight and this team has a nice foundation. That being said, they’re only good for 20 wins this season.
Western Conference:
Northwest Division: 
1. Denver – The Nuggets were one of the hottest teams in the league to end season last year. They didn’t make any drastic changes but did add some nice pieces in Greg Buckner, Earl Watson and a personal favorite of mine: Julius Hodge. In case you are not familiar with Hodge let me tell you a little about him. He is a rookie out of North Carolina State who single-handedly put that program back on the map. He was supposed to play for Syracuse but at the last minute chose to play for the Wolfpack instead. I remember seeing his first game at the Carrier Dome and hearing 30,000 people viciously boo him. How did that affect him? He pretty much beat the Orange on his own that night and shut everyone up for good. I like his game a lot and think he will be great pro.
2. Seattle – Kudos must go out to Seattle GM Rick Sund who was facing the possibility of seeing virtually his entire team leave via free-agency. Someway and somehow he was able to keep most of them around (save Antonio Daniels). Unfortunately, the loss of Coach Nate McMillan will hurt more than any player leaving. He is a much underrated coach that completely turned around a lame-duck franchise. The Sonics have a good, young team but I just don’t see them meshing as well with Bob Weiss at the helm.

3. Utah – I think that Andrei Kirilenko is one of the most exciting players in the NBA. How a guy who looks like he weighs 150 pounds is able to block 3-8 shots a game is beyond me but he does it. A lot of people thought Deron Williams was drafted too early but I think he will be solid under Jerry Sloan. The addition of Devin Brown will be beneficial too. I also have a feeling Carlos Boozer is going to bounce back from last year’s disappointing showing.

4. Minnesota – Man, has any team fallen faster than T-Wolves? Two years ago they are playing in Game 6 of the Western Conference Finals and now they will be struggling just to make the playoffs – if they’re lucky. KG is still one of, if not the best, players in the league. However, he needs some help and I just don’t see a lot around him right now. I think they are moving in the right direction with some of their rookies though: John Lucas, Bracey Wright and Rashad McCants possess a lot of potential but they won’t realize it this year.

5. Portland – Nate McMillan worked some serious magic last year in Seattle but I don’t think he has enough up his sleeve to fix this mess. This team seems to have too many issues right now but at least they have realized it and are trying to make things right. Rumor has it they are trying to get rid of Ruben Patterson and Darius Miles which I think would be wise. I like the additions of Juan Dixon and Jarrett Jack a lot. However, they have two guys (Sebastian Telfair and Martell Webster) who should have went to college and will have to learn on the job which will create many long nights for McMillan.
Southwest Division:

1. San Antonio – I didn’t think that the Spurs could get any better but they figured out how. Acquiring Michael Finley and Nick Van Exel was huge while not losing any vital member of last year’s championship team. In case you are worried about Van Exel ruining the chemistry of this team don’t be: Much like Rodman didn’t mess it up around Jordan and Pippen - Van Exel won’t dare to mess with Parker, Ginobili and Duncan’s mojo.

2. Houston – I think this is the year that the Rockets start to realize some of their potential. The additions of Stromile Swift, Derek Anderson, and Rafer Alston are favourable and I really like rookie Luther Head. Tracy McGrady has realized that he needs to start doing something quickly or he will develop a serious ‘choker’ label that will be hard to get rid of. Hopefully, Jeff Van Gundy will figure out a way to calm Alston down and hopefully Yao Ming will learn to get a little more physical in the paint. If those two things happen watch out for the Rockets. Plus, they have #33 on their bench and that goes a long, long way in my books.
3. Dallas – Everyone seems to think that the Mavs will be better than last year but I just don’t see it happening. It’s pretty much the same team as last year and unless Erick Dampier becomes more of an offensive force they will get killed by the likes of Houston and San Antonio. I also think that Avery Johnson’s shtick is going to start to wear thin on some of the players and when that occurs look out.
4. Memphis – Nice turnaround by the Grizz to end the season last year. They had a nice offseason too. Bonzi Wells and Jason Williams were cancers and had to go. Hakim Warrick, Lawrence Roberts and Anthony Roberson look good on paper but are a mix of rookies who had loads of potential but cooled off towards the ends of their college careers. I always liked Roberts but I think Warrick needs to develop more of an inside game and some more muscle to be effective in the NBA.
5. New Orleans/Oklahoma City – As I mentioned in a previous article, my heart goes out to the city of New Orleans. Obviously, losing the Hornets this year is not even close to being on their list of problems but I’m sure it hurts. On the other hand, a quick look at last year’s attendance shows that not too many people will even realize they are gone. Maybe a new venue will get this team going again. I doubt it though. Chris Paul is my pick for Rookie of the Year and Brandon Bass will surprise a lot of people this season. That’s about all the excitement that will go down in Oklahoma.
Pacific Division:

1. Phoenix – The Suns are definitely the class of the Pacific but I think they won’t be as good as last year. First off, Amare Stoudamire just had very dangerous knee surgery. The loss of Joe Johnson will be felt as well. Kurt Thomas surely welcomes a change of scenery but he is on the downside of his career and I question whether he will be able to run with the rest of the boys in the desert.

2. Los Angeles Lakers – On behalf of the city of Los Angeles: Welcome back Phil Jackson and thanks for bringing some sense of normalcy to this franchise. The Zen Master’s return will definitely makes things a little better in L.A but this team has way too many holes in their lineup right now. I believe that Kobe Bryant will be motivated and that Lamar Odom will be his normal self but can they expect a lot out of Andrew Bynum and Kwame Brown? Not yet.
3. Golden State – I love the Warriors, I really do. They are another team that finished last year’s season very strong and I think they are only going to get better. I am not too sure about Chris Taft but they don’t really need him right now. I think this team can do what Phoenix and Sacramento have done recently and that is run everyone off the court. This is the year the Warriors make it back to the playoffs.
4. Sacramento – Did anyone see those shiny gold uniforms the Kings were wearing on Friday? With those things they deserve to be placed 4th in the division. I really like the addition of Shareef Abdur-Rahim and maybe Bonzi Wells can calm down a bit but I don’t think they make a big difference on this team. The bottom line is that I really don’t like this team at all. They have no inside presence and Peja needs that to be effective.
5. Los Angeles Clippers – Shaun Livingston being out for the first month of the season will hurt the Clips but not as much as last year. That’s because instead of Rick Brunson filling in they have Sam Cassell. Cassell does need to have his head checked because he predicted the Clips will make the playoffs this year. In the stacked Western Conference I see a better chance of me being named Commissioner of the NBA than that happening any time soon.

Now that we got that out of the way it’s time for some other predictions:

1. Rookie of the Year: Chris Paul, New Orleans

2. MVP: Lebron James, Cleveland

3. Coach of the Year: Mike Montgomery, Golden State

4. NBA Finals: Toronto over Portland….just kidding
5. Real NBA Finals: Spurs over Detroit

6. Time it will take for Marbury to get on Larry Brown’s nerves: Mid-November

In the meantime and in between time,

I’m out like throwbacks, jewellery and baggy jeans from an NBA locker room.

Ariel “The Franchise” Helwani
Got something to say to the Franchise? Drop him a line at thefranchise@qball.ca
