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Five things we’ve learned about the Carolina Hurricanes
By Chip Alexander
Five things we’ve learned about the Carolina Hurricanes,
who are 12-6-1 after their first 19 games, fourth in the
Central Division and now on a three-game losing streak:
‘Canes need Teravainen, Mrazek
A no-brainer, yes? All teams will deal with injuries in this
condensed season and a lot have had COVID issues, but
forward Teuvo Teravainen and goalie Petr Mrazek have
been missed.
Teravainen, sidelined indefinitely with a concussion, has
been called the Canes’ quiet MVP by coach Rod
Brind’Amour. He led the team in assists last season, but also
in power-play assists and power-play points. Think the
Canes could have used him on the power play Thursday
when they were 0-for-5 in the 3-1 loss to the Lightning.
Mrazek led the NHL in goals-against average and save
percentage in the early going, with a 1-0 shutout of Tampa
Bay, before his collision with teammate Max McCormick.
He’s coming off thumb surgery, has missed 14 games and
will need time to regain his form and timing. He must do it
quickly.
Dougie of old, where are you?
Defenseman Dougie Hamilton was playing as well as any
defenseman in the league last season when he suffered a
broken leg in mid-January. Selected as an NHL All-Star, he
was an offensive force and the perfect counterpart on the
Canes’ top defensive pairing with a more defensive-oriented
Jaccob Slavin.
Hamilton had nine goals in the first 19 games last season.
He has one goal in 19 this season, on 57 shots.
Brind’Amour, asked Thursday about Hamilton, said it would
be difficult for Hamilton to replicate last season but added
Hamilton has had a “ton” of chances this year. “Those will
start to go in,” the coach said. He also would like to see the
6-6, 229-pound D-man more physically engaged.

Canes need Mrazek back and being that feisty, competitive
Petr Mrazek again.
“Svech” must be consistently dynamic
Andrei Svechnikov, now in his third season, has been called
a star in the making by nearly everyone who has seen the
power forward play. But after scoring six goals in his first
eight games, he has one in the past 11, and that was an
empty netter.
Svechnikov has six assists and 24 shots in those 11 games,
and Brind’Amour says much the same about the 20-year-old
as he does about Hamilton: the offensive chances are there,
it’s a matter of time. But a couple of goals by Svechnikov
might have changed the three-game skid against Tampa Bay
-- he hit the post Thursday with an early backhander.
Svechnikov can be dynamic but is still seeking more
consistency.
This is a solid hockey team
There have been times in the past when the Canes entered
a season with a few too many holes -- on the lines, on the
back end, in net. This year’s team, with a healthy Teravainen
and Mrazek, has a good, solid feel to it. There’s experience
and depth and talent. It’s strong up the middle. The Canes
have been good five on five, good in overtimes and
shootouts. After playoff disappointment the past two years,
there should be hunger.
The grind of a 56-game regular season squeezed into a tight
scheduling window, within the specter of the pandemic,
makes it a matter of attrition and a test of conditioning and
perseverance to get to the playoffs. The NHL only made it
tougher for the Canes last week by sliding in another Tampa
Bay game, meaning four in a row against the 2020 Stanley
Cup champion before their two games with the Central
Division-leading Florida Panthers. Their strength of schedule
is second in the NHL.

Goaltending too soft at times

“We just focus on today,” Brind’Amour said Thursday. “We’re
big on going 1-0 and focusing on today. It’s what are we
going to do today to win and be good.”

With Mrazek out, the Canes have gone with James Reimer
and Alex Nedeljkovic in a season, as Brind’Amour put it,
where the games keep on coming. Both are capable. Neither
is elite.

And when they get back to Raleigh, the Canes will find
something different about PNC Arena: Some fans will be
allowed in the building for their games. Talk about a pick-meup.

Goaltending was the chief cause of the Canes’ three-game
slide, on both sides. Tampa Bay’s Andrei Vasilevskiy is an
elite goalie and beat the Canes twice. Curtis McElhinney,
who stole a few games as the backup for the Canes two
years ago, did it again Thursday for the Lightning.

Hurricanes at Florida Panthers

Both Reimer and Nedeljkovic have allowed a few soft goals.
It happens. It also can be the difference in close games. The

When: Saturday, 7 p.m.
Where: BB&T Center, Sunrise, Fla.
TV: FSCR
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Where do the Canes stand with Andrei Svechnikov’s contract? How about Rod
Brind’Amour?
By Luke DeCock
The Carolina Hurricanes took Friday off, a chance to take a
breath after a difficult four-game series with the Tampa Bay
Lightning, but the business of hockey never rests. With the
abbreviated season already a third of the way completed, the
Hurricanes have a handful of contract issues on the verge of
becoming pressing.
Andrei Svechnikov has cooled off after a hot start -- after six
goals in the team’s first eight games, he has one empty-net
goal in the past 11 -- and so have negotiations on a new
contract for the young star, whose entry-level contract
expires after the season.
Svechnikov’s agent, Todd Diamond, said that wasn’t a sign
of an impasse, but that the fast pace of the shortened
season hasn’t left much time for negotiating.
“Things are kind of status quo,” Diamond told The News &
Observer. “There’s a time and place to have deeper talks.
There’s just so many games right now, it’s not the right
environment for it. It may take into the offseason.”
Svechnikov, who turns 21 next month, is still four years away
from unrestricted free agency and a year away from
arbitration rights, so the team has considerable leverage, but
young players of his caliber have been making quick jumps
into the salary stratosphere.
While there were initial discussions about an eight-year deal
that would have taken him through four years of unrestricted
free agency, the current framework under discussion is a
shorter-term bridge deal.
“It’s easy, because he’s ours, we’re going to pay him fair and
get it done,” Hurricanes owner Tom Dundon told the N&O.
“That’s just when not if. We want to get it done. These are
fairly easy deals to get done. The market, if you look at the
bridge deals that have been done, it’s not that hard.”
Among potential comparables, the New York Islanders’
Mathew Barzal signed a three-year contract worth an
average of $7 million per season, while Patrik Laine signed a
two-year contract worth an average of $6.75 million per
season. Svechnikov’s standard rookie contract currently
pays him $925,000 plus performance bonuses. Last year,

that was worth an additional $850,000, which counts against
this year’s salary cap.
“The team situation dictates those things moreso than we
desire,” Diamond said. “More guys are going with the socalled bridge route because the team doesn’t have the cap
space to satisfy a long-term number. The Islanders would
have loved to sign Barzal for six or seven or eight years but
their cap situation did not allow for it. When a team is good
and has players around coming off entry-level deals, you
kind of have to go that direction.”
The Hurricanes also have to make a decision on
defenseman Dougie Hamilton, who can become an
unrestricted free agent in July, but that really doesn’t have to
happen until the April 12 trade deadline. The 27-year-old is
the Hurricanes’ highest-paid defenseman at $5.75 million per
season.
And then there’s the sticky case of coach Rod Brind’Amour,
who at $600,000 per season is one of the lowest-paid
coaches in the league. In the big picture, this is an easy one:
Brind’Amour has never expressed any desire to leave and
Dundon is on the record saying Brind’Amour has earned a
raise.
“I can’t imagine it not working out,” Brind’Amour told the N&O
on Friday.
The details get a little trickier. Brind’Amour is under pressure
from his peers in the NHL coaching community to get his
salary closer to the league average. The 13 coaches with
salaries listed on capfriendly.com average more than $3.2
million; the actual average is believed to be less than that.
Calgary’s Geoff Ward is the lowest-paid on that list at
$900,000. On top of that, the Hurricanes’ assistant coaches
and support staff are all out of contract this summer, and it’s
up to Brind’Amour to advocate for them.
Meanwhile, Dundon loves Brind’Amour as a coach but has
made it clear since he bought the team that he thinks NHL
coaches and general managers are overpaid in general and
he won’t hew to NHL salary standards by default.
“We’re going to get it worked out,” Dundon said. “He’s going
to be here. We don’t want him to go and he doesn’t want to
go. This is the easiest thing of all time. I’ve got to pay him
more. That’s life. He earned it.”
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Civian vs. Smith: What we learned from the Hurricanes-Lightning series
By Sara Civian and Joe Smith
The Lightning played Carolina for the 100th time this week.
Pretty sure they’re sick of each other by now.
Just wait until they play in a seven-game series in May. Book
it. It’s going to happen.
Civian: Joe, your grandma content made up for any
repetitiveness our tweets might have built up over the course
of this series — for me at least. I think Hurricanes head
coach Rod Brind’Amour is officially over it.
That said, this has been a taste of the seemingly inevitable
seven-game series. I’m already pouring one out for the
Tampa Bay tiki bar excursions that might’ve been — but I’m
sure we’ll figure out a virtual solution.
Both teams have lived up to their Stanley Cup contender
reputations throughout the series. What have you thought of
the Canes?
Smith: I think the Canes might end up being the Lightning’s
toughest competition in the division. Granted, I haven’t seen
the Stars live this year (thanks to multiple cancellations), and
the Panthers are a much-improved group, but it seems like
Carolina has a lot of the pieces you need. That is, when their
No. 1 goalie is healthy.
They’ve got one of the top coaches (how is Rod Brind’Amour
not signed yet?), a really mobile and deep blue line, and
plenty of skill up front. It’s funny, Lightning color analyst Brian
Engblom said the other night that the Lightning and
Hurricanes are like “mirror images” in how they play. They’re
relentless on the forecheck, built on speed and a blue line
that helps fuel their offensive attack.
What are the biggest challenges you’ve seen Tampa Bay
present to the Canes? And keep in mind, they’re still missing
Nikita Kucherov and Anthony Cirelli.
Civian: The Lightning are the Hurricanes if the Hurricanes
had one of the best (the best, if you ask me) goalies in the
league. It really is that simple, and the relentless forecheck
on all ends of the ice has been so fun to watch. I expected
that, though.
I’ve realized this series these two teams are similar in how
they persevere no matter who is in the lineup. Brind’Amour
keeps saying how important flexibility in that way is going to
be this season. This is obviously due to roster depth, but also
the trusting nature of both Brind’Amour and Jon Cooper —
they’ve prepared and encouraged their fringe players for this.
It was fascinating to hear Brind’Amour and Cooper in the
same coaches association panel last year, discussing similar
topics and strategies.
Smith: That’s been a big part of Cooper’s culture, ensuring
there are more than 23 guys ready to step in when need be.
There’s always going to be injuries. We’ve seen Gemel

Smith step in when Mitchell Stephens had knee surgery, and
this past week, rookies Alex Barre-Boulet and Ross Colton
made some impressive debuts. They likely won’t be up here
all year, but that experience is vital. Take last year’s playoffs,
when Cooper entrusted Alex Volkov with a lineup spot for
Cup-clinching Game 6 against Dallas — it was the winger’s
playoff debut. That did wonders for his confidence going into
this year.
Other than the usual suspects, what Lightning players have
caught your eye in this series? By the way, you’re going to
love Cedric Paquette. He annoys the hell out of other teams.
He also had one of my favorite quotes a few years back
when, after a down season, said “I’m going to try to be more
of a prick this year.”
Civian: Victor Hedman is obviously what we in the biz would
consider a “usual suspect,” but it seems like he’s gotten even
better than I’ve ever seen him play.
Is Yanni Gourde a usual suspect? He’s been everywhere this
series in a similar way Paquette has since he joined the
Canes. And I’ve been impressed with Paquette so far for
everything you mentioned. Ondrej Palat is probably the most
usual unusual suspect, right? The Canes had been seriously
lacking in the sandpaper department since they let Joel
Edmundson go, and Brind’Amour of all people knows you
need a little bit of that if you’re going to win a Stanley Cup.
Smith: You’re spot on about Gourde, who was terrific again
on Thursday. Watching Gourde’s world-class shot on his goahead goal in the third period makes one wonder how he
even went through a two-month goal drought last season.
Gourde got reinvigorated in the playoffs with a move back to
the middle, where he anchored the team’s dynamic third line
with Barclay Goodrow and Blake Coleman.
You mention “sandpaper” and the Lightning don’t win the
Cup last year without adding guys like Goodrow, Coleman
and Zach Bogosian around the deadline. They also had Pat
Maroon and Luke Schenn. Cooper said they went from the
“greatest show on ice” to a team that could stand up to other
teams and play a more physical style. Of course, the main
reason they won was because their best players were their
best players, from Hedman and Kucherov to Point and
Andrei Vasilevskiy. But they added another element to their
game that they were missing on previous deep runs.
What do you think has been missing with the Canes when it
comes to advancing in the playoffs? Obviously, we all took
notice when they beat the Caps a few years back and took
the Bruins to Game 7. Feel they added enough for this year
to get over the hump against a team like Tampa Bay?
Civian: Experience and goaltending. You’ll notice the Canes
barely made any changes before this season, but the
younger budding stars like Andrei Svechnikov and Martin
Necas are taking their next steps, while Sebastian Aho,
Teuvo Teravainen and Dougie Hamilton are approaching
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their prime. So, with the rest of the things coming together,
it’s never been more important for Petr Mrazek to come back
and provide the flashes of brilliance we’ve seen from him on
a more consistent basis.
I thought the Hurricanes probably deserved to win this final
game and split the series. That’s why you invest in a
goaltender who will steal you a game. The Hurricanes
goaltending was generally fine and at times excellent
throughout the series — especially without Mrazek. But I’m
sure some of you had the feeling that Mrazek could’ve been
the difference. The Canes are hoping he’ll be back relatively
soon.
At the same time, the Canes simply have to find a way to
score more than one goal in two games. They came into this
series scoring more goals than anyone not in the North
Division, though, so it’s not too concerning unless it bleeds
into their next few games.
Smith: The Lightning did win three of the four games, but it
easily could have been a split. “Let’s be honest, the game
wasn’t pretty,” Cooper said. “Our performance was subpar.”
Combine that with Vasilevskiy’s shutout on Wednesday and
it’s easy to see that goaltending is one of the deciding factors
in these matchups.
This was the perfect time for this kind of test for Tampa Bay,
which had just come off a “wakeup call” series loss to the
Panthers. While the Lightning didn’t play their best the last
week, they showed some “gamesmanship,” as Cooper put it,
finding ways to grind out games when they’re not clicking.
They also learned what things they’ve got to work on, notably
the power play and cleaning up some parts of their defensive
game.
Considering the Lightning are without two key play-drivers in
Kucherov and Cirelli they’ll certainly take being second in the
division more than a quarter into the season.
Quick hits
Best Zoom interview on team?
Civian: It’s been hard to capture personality but Dougie
Hamilton has basically kept the same energy. He has kept
giving me a hard time, and that’s the kind of back-and-forth I
miss the most.
Smith: There are some guys that are just as good on Zoom
as they are in person, like Stamkos or Maroon. But Mikhail
Sergachev is sneaky good — he’s always thoughtful, doesn’t
bullshit, and often has a funny line or two, like when he said
you never know what Vasilevskiy will pull out of his “magic
hat.”
Who is Carolina’s Pat Maroon? Florida man, life of the party,
gets guys together on road, can stand up and say something
in room?
Civian:
Most underrated/underappreciated player?
Smith: Palat would be that guy with the Lightning, the straw
that stirred the drink on their top line during the playoffs

(quietly scoring 11 goals). He does all the little things right,
the ideal 200-foot player.
Civian: Covering hockey down south means everyone is
underrated/underappreciated until the Maple Leafs are
putting them in trade rumors, right? So in that sense, Brett
Pesce is old news. But ever since he returned from shoulder
surgery this season, he’s been the Hurricanes’ most reliable
defenseman — even above Jaccob Slavin and Hamilton. If
there were an award for best defensive defenseman (which
there should be!) he’d be in my top three so far.
Reader questions
What would be some areas, or players, these teams might
be after at the deadline? — @jonb2042
Smith: The Lightning could use some help on the right side
of the blue line, and that was before they lost Erik Cernak to
a lower-body injury Thursday night. Cernak left midway
through the game after taking a shot off the top of his foot,
with Cooper not having an update after the game.
Tampa Bay lost both Kevin Shattenkirk (Ducks) and Zach
Bogosian (Leafs) in free agency and didn’t really replace
them. They’re stacked on the left with Hedman, Ryan
McDonagh, Sergachev, and have even tried to put
Sergachev on the right with Hedman lately. That might be a
solution to load up their top four of Hedman-Sergachev,
McDonagh-Cernak (if healthy). But, for right now, the other
right shot defensemen are Jan Rutta, rookie Cal Foote and
Schenn, who just cleared waivers again. The Lightning don’t
have much cap space both at the deadline or for next
season, so there would have to be some creativity (and
money going the other way), but I can see them targeting
sellers like the Predators, Ducks, and Sabres for another
final piece (like they did last year in acquiring Coleman and
Goodrow).
Civian: It’s a shame Mrazek was playing some of his best
hockey before he went down, and it’s a shame we’ll never
know if he was going to continue to do so before the trade
deadline. Goaltending is the Hurricanes’ biggest question
mark, and the trade deadline obviously would’ve been the
perfect time to assess if the Mrazek/James Reimer tandem
was going to work and adjust accordingly if it wasn’t. I
believe the Canes will just trust what they’ve got under the
circumstances, but it’s a considerable risk.
Are the Canes legit? I know they can run and gun with the
best of them, but when teams clamp down defensively like
they do in the playoffs, can the Canes respond? Can you win
a Cup with Reimer and Mrazek? Seems like they’re a couple
pieces away. —@nydaevia
Smith: I think they’re legit. Like Sara said, they are missing
that elite No. 1 goaltender, though Mrazek has played well
when healthy. Is he capable of taking a team on a long run?
The good part about Carolina is they don’t need a No. 1
goaltender to put them on his shoulders, as they play a
structured team game, always seeming like they’re on top of
you. The Necas line has given them a nice one-two punch up
front too.
Civian: What he said about what I said.
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Also, there’s no cheating when you play for Brind’Amour.
Any fluke would have been exposed by his coaching at this
point.
Should the Canes full attack the Lighting or slow play them?
— @stevevaneyk
Civian: I mean, are we talking in a normal game or when
they play 70 games against each other in one week? It has
to be more of a long con and adjustment game when it’s a
full-blown series, but the spirit needs to stay the same. A
heavier team with elite goaltending like the Bruins, for
example, might be able to slow play the Lightning. But the
Hurricanes play so similarly to Tampa Bay they can’t act like
they’ve got something else up their sleeve. That’s why this
series was a true measuring stick, and why the Canes don’t
seem quite there in their current state — but it’s close.
Smith: I don’t think the Canes should, or will, stray from their
identity. It’s what got them here. Several Lightning players
commented on how it always feels like Carolina is “on top of
you.” They say there’s no time and space, that the
Hurricanes don’t give them much. That’s the kind of recipe
you want if you’re Carolina, forcing the Lightning to chase
and make mistakes. Watching these games, I think the word
“slow” or “slow-play” never really came to mind.
Just ask her if (Paquette) is okay, is he making friends? —
@KNBurress
Civian: A quote from Brock McGinn after Paquette drove
from Ottawa to Raleigh with his pup and immediately jumped
into the Canes lineup: “For him to come out and be crashing
and banging, that was awesome to see. I think our bench
obviously loved it. He’s a player you want on your team and
not to play against.”
Why our power play is soooo bad? — @3TBsports
Smith: I assume you’re talking about the Lightning. Woof. It’s
been a while since I’ve seen the power play that disjointed.
They struggled to get the puck into the zone, mustered only
a few shots. The Lightning entered the game ninth in the
league at 26.8 percent, so it’s not been a weakness. Clearly,
they miss Kucherov’s presence, as the power play runs
through him. It’s been an adjustment for guys in different
roles, like Point, who has moved from the right side to the
middle. Coleman is getting a look, as did Barre-Boulet.
Power plays can be streaky, and it typically takes a goal or
two to get the confidence back.
Civian: Well, you might as well be talking about the
Hurricanes’ power play during the last game while you’re at

it. Then again, I wouldn’t call it “bad” — I’d call the Lightning
penalty kill good, and the Canes had some excellent
chances throughout the game. But you generally aren’t going
0-for-5 on the power play and winning, unless you’re the
Lightning I guess.
Regardless, Sebastian Aho said postgame that the power
play “lost them the game.”
Which weather phenomenon is superior? — @JeffPudlo
Smith: As someone who had to board up all 13 windows on
my St. Pete house a few years ago preparing for Hurricane
Irma, I’ll happily defer to that phenomenon. Nothing strikes
(no pun intended) fear in Florida residents — or makes
everyone horde bottled water, plywood, toilet paper — like
those major tropical storms.
Civian: I love me a good lightning storm, but I fear
hurricanes. Take that as you will.
Who do you both objectively think would win a playoff
series? In how many? — @zaqB27
Smith: I think the Lightning win, but it’d be a long series, six
or seven. This is all assuming they have Kucherov back.
Tampa Bay has the edge in experience, a few more gamebreakers and the best goalie in the world. We know the
“best” team doesn’t always win (see: Lightning vs Columbus,
April 2019), and if there’s anyone that can make life hell on
Tampa Bay, it’s Brind’Amour’s bunch.
Civian: Have to take the Lightning for now, but I’ll say either
Lightning in four or Canes in seven. If they can get the
Lightning where they want them, Mrazek plays his best
hockey and the bounces go the Canes’ way, they aren’t
letting the Lightning win. Not if they manage to push it to
seven games. But if the Lightning assert dominance early on,
it’s all over. You saw in this series (and the past few
seasons) how they can just take over once they get going.
Smith: Well, this was fun! I’m sure it won’t be the last time we
combine forces for a story on these teams. Next time you’re
down in Tampa, I’ll buy you a pack of your favorite White
Claws
Civian: Why am I kind of sad?
Smith: Well, damn, that was my high school’s senior song for
our “Class of 1999.” Now I feel sad. And old!
When the world gets back to relative “normal” from the
pandemic, and we’re all traveling, a group of us The Athletic
writers should pull this off.
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The Hurricanes in trade season: How past acquisitions have shaped the roster and what it
means for 2021
By Sara Civian
You know when you have a stuffy nose and start thinking
about all the times in your life you’ve been walking around
without a stuffy nose, not knowing how good you had it?
Bear with me, but that’s sort of how I’d describe the hype —
or lack thereof — leading up to the Hurricanes’ trade
deadline of 2021.
The sense around the league is that the “deadline” will be
more of a slow burn this season due to factors like potential
quarantine, extra frugality, etc. We’ve seen a few bigger
trades, like Patrik Laine to Columbus, already. The Canes
sent Ryan Dzingel to Ottawa for Cedric Paquette earlier this
month, and barring an emergency or a setback on Petr
Mrazek’s return, I’d be shocked if they took part in anything
much bigger than that deal. This is partially due to the
aforementioned soft deadline, but also the theory of stuffynose relativity.
For once, we who follow the Canes aren’t approaching a
trade deadline oscillating between excitement about what
they could do and fear about what they probably won’t do. I
don’t know about you, but when everyone on the Hurricanes
roster is healthy, I see the makings of a Stanley Cup
contender. Small tweaks to add experience and sandpaper
are always encouraged, but the Paquette trade has paid off
in that aspect so far. A big tweak like a goaltending change
would make sense if the Canes really wanted to do
something crazy, but money remains an obstacle, with
contract negotiations looming and salary-cap issues.
Rod Brind’Amour and Don Waddell have also made it clear
these past few months that they generally want to work with
the group that they have. And they finalized the group they
have via savvy trade deadline moves over the past few
seasons. So let’s take a few moments to remember the notso-distant past when “we like our group” became a sarcastic
meme among Canes fans, aka the stuffy nose era. And let’s
take another moment to appreciate the essentially complete
team that’s now assembled — snot-free living.
2018-19: Give me fuel, give me fire, give me Nino
Niederreiter
• I always felt kinda bad about how the Victor Rask-for-Nino
Niederreiter trade became a meme. Rask is an incredibly
nice human being, and I’m happy to see him succeeding with
the Wild, with five goals and eight points through Thursday.
Both players were, perhaps, underplayed and/or misused by
their original teams for whatever reason. But Niederreiter has
always been an objectively better player, and the moment
the trade happened, you knew the Canes were serious about
a playoff push. They’d make it to the Eastern Conference
finals that season, largely thanks to Niederreiter’s production,
which began the second he got to Carolina.
That tapered off a bit, as we all knew it would, given how
streaky Niederreiter tends to be. But Brind’Amour kept

believing in him and — for the most part — putting him in
positions to succeed. His nine goals in 19 games are tied for
the team lead with someone else we’ll get to shortly. You
don’t need to say much more than that when talking about
trade deadline success.
• The Niederreiter acquisition happened Jan. 17, a few
months before the deadline, then the Canes stood pat. But
you’ll remember they elected not to trade Michael Ferland,
which I still think was a good decision at the time. It’s easy to
wonder in retrospect what they would’ve received in return,
knowing he was scoring so many goals and adding such a
punch to the team before he sustained what would be a
string of injuries that have him on LTIR to this day. But
remember how, before Ferland, the Canes used to trade
valuable players for any pinch of perceived value if they were
pending free agents? I think it was important to the team that
management kept him and showed trust in this situation.
2019-20: The most eventful trade deadline in Hurricanes
history
Before we get to the bullet points, please reflect on this
article I wrote while it was all happening and take a moment
to feel as bittersweet as I do about those funny, real-life
moments with the Canes.
• The Hurricanes somehow finessed Vincent Trocheck, who
is currently tied with Niederreiter as their leading goal-scorer
(nine) and is No. 2 in overall points (16 in 18 games) for
someone they were looking to trade as it is (Erik Haula) and
a fan-favorite-but-still-fourth-line center (Lucas Wallmark).
The Predators have since signed Haula out of free agency,
and he’s got a goal and four assists in 18 games.
• The Canes also got Brady Skjei for a 2020 first-rounder at
this deadline. It was puzzling then with so much talent on the
Canes’ blue line, and sort of puzzling to this day, but he’s
had some pretty strong games for the Canes this season. It
also makes sense in the context of the expansion draft. One
defenseman has gotta go. Regardless, the book isn’t closed
on this situation.
• The acquisition of Sami Vatanen for Janne Kuokkanen-plus
might be something to look back on with some regret, as
Kuokkanen has a goal and five assists for the Devils this
season, and Vatanen is … back with the Devils.
The takeaway
Nino Niederreiter voice: “At the end of the day,” the Canes
have acquired their two top goal-scorers over the past two
trade deadlines.
They’ve given up Rask, who felt too much pressure to be a
game-changer in their once-barren forward lineup, and
Kuokkanen, who is still a question mark but won’t make or
break the Hurricanes’ Cup dreams.
Not bad. But don’t look for a repeat in 2020-21.
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Tweetmail: How Will Game Experience Differ When Fans Return to PNC Arena?
By Michael Smith
Hello and welcome to Tweetmail presented by Segra. This is
a regular feature on Hurricanes.com in which I answer your
Twitter questions, which are mostly about the Carolina
Hurricanes, but sometimes also about travel or television or
life. It's a mailbag of tweets. It's Tweetmail. Maybe you learn
a little something, and maybe we have some fun, too.
Let's get to it.
What are some changes we could see on March 4 when fans
are back at PNC Arena? - @thatcrazycaniac
The game experience is going to look and feel a little
different than it usually does, but the same is true around the
league, and this should come as no surprise.
Masks are required, but this is a norm in all facets of public
life right now. Same with physical distancing, as seats will be
grouped into pods. All transactions from ticketing to
concessions and merchandise will be cashless. Limited graband-go food and beverage options will be available.
Tailgating is not permitted, and no bags (with some
exceptions) will be allowed in.
Additional protocols laid out by the league restrict certain
aspects of in-game entertainment, such as no promotions
taking place on the ice, but there will still be some
recognizable staples. It will be an intimate experience with
only a fraction of a full building, and even with the low hum of
artificial crowd noise, you might be able to hear some chatter
from the ice or benches that you aren't typically privy to.
In the end, it's still a live National Hockey League game, and
it will have been more than a full calendar year since one
was hosted with fans at PNC Arena. Even having just a
couple thousand in attendance will make a difference in
game atmosphere, and I know the team can't wait to hear
the support of loyal Caniacs. It should be fun and, most
importantly, safe!
What three things do you like the most about how the Canes
have played thus far? What are your thoughts on the play of
some of the younger players? - @dabrams2021
(Two questions that are really, like, triple that. Very sneaky,
Doug!)
Here are three things I like most about how the Canes have
played thus far.
1. They've shown they can play with and beat any team.
When the Canes returned from a temporary COVID-19
shutdown in late January, they iced a depleted lineup in

three games against the two Stanley Cup finalists from 2020
- and then they won all three.
"That is how it's supposed to look," head coach Rod
Brind'Amour said after an overtime shutout of Tampa Bay. "It
doesn't really matter who goes in."
Though the Canes finished 1-3-0 against the Lightning in the
last week, each game could have gone either way. Take the
series finale on Thursday, for instance. If the Canes play that
game again, they probably win eight out of 10 times. It was
fast hockey. It was hard-nosed hockey. It was entertaining
hockey. It was two good teams battling it out in a mini
playoff-style series in late February, and my bet is we'll see
these two teams square off again in an actual playoff series
this year.
2. The offense hasn't been one-dimensional.
One of my biggest questions coming into the season was
secondary scoring for the Canes. We know what Sebastian
Aho, Andrei Svechnikov and Teuvo Teravainen can do. But
where else could they get contributions? Jordan Staal has 15
points (7g, 8a) in 17 games. Nino Niederreiter is tied for the
team lead in goals with nine. Vincent Trocheck is nearly a
point-per-game player with 16 points (9g, 7a) in 18 games.
Brock McGinn already has seven goals, equaling his total in
68 games last season.
And just wait - Svechnikov scored six of his seven goals in
his first eight games, and he has just one goal in the 11
games since. But once he gets another? The floodgates will
open.
3. There's still more to give.
Here's maybe the best part: The Canes are 12-6-1 with 25
points in 19 games. That's easily a playoff pace. Sure, the
team is on a three-game skid, but it's just the first time this
season the Canes have lost consecutive games - and it
happened against the defending Cup champs. There's no
reason to smash the panic button now, and just the fact that
there is bubbling frustration shows how high expectations
have been set. This is a team that expects to win each and
every night.
As for my thoughts on the younger players, I think they've all
acclimated themselves well. Martin Necas is a budding
talent. Watching him dance around the ice with the puck is
so much fun to watch, and it's only a matter of time before he
starts finding the back of the net with regularity. Jake Bean is
cementing himself as an NHL defenseman. He walks the line
with poise to create shooting and passing lanes that might
not otherwise exist. Steven Lorentz is going to score his first
career NHL goal any game now. He came maddeningly
close on Thursday in Tampa, but Curtis McElhinney
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stretched out his right toe to make a remarkable save. And
let's not forget Alex Nedeljkovic, who is looking ever more
comfortable in net with each start.
Obvious one… When is Petr going to be back? - @AirJlb
I think we still have to consider Petr Mrazek week-to-week at
this point. Mrazek participated in practice on Tuesday for the
first time since undergoing surgery on his right thumb, but he
was limited in what he could do. He was stickhandling prior
to the first whistle, but when he jumped between the pipes
during drills, he took shots without a stick.
There's still some discomfort with that blocker thumb - a
critical digit when it comes to holding a stick - but progress is
progress. It was just a couple of weeks ago that Mrazek first
got back on the ice, and he's been steadily increasing his onice workload since. Once he begins to actively participate in
practice while holding a stick is when I think we can consider
him day-to-day and expect an imminent return.
Do you think we will be busy for the trade deadline? @tw1st3d_w1ll
The trade to acquire Cedric Paquette from the Ottawa
Senators and the subsequent move to offload Alex
Galchenyuk that followed spelled a two-fold benefit for the
Canes. In addition to adding a missing element to their
lineup, the team also freed up ever-precious salary cap
space.

Even in swapping Ryan Dzingel for Paquette and
Galchenyuk, the Canes saved in $675,000 in cap space.
Then, by sending Galchenyuk's contract back north of the
border, the Canes freed up an additional $1.05 million for a
total net savings of $1.725 million.
Even still, a truly impactful move at the April 12 trade
deadline might have to involve money going both ways, but
any extra cap space the Canes can bank is valuable moving
forward.
"We're giving ourselves some breathing room," President
and General Manager Don Waddell told me recently. "You
never know when that one deal might come along, and you
want to make sure you're in a position to capitalize on it to
make your team better. This gives us much more opportunity
as we move forward."
Come playoff time, do you have any predictions as to who
will constitute the third pairing? - @mo_toews
I'm not even sure I could tell you what the third defensive
pairing is going to be tomorrow night, let alone two-and-ahalf months from now.
But, with the way Jake Bean has acclimated himself in the
last couple of weeks, I wouldn't be surprised to see him in
the mix come mid-May.

Preview: Hurricanes at Panthers
The Canes' road trip shifts to South Florida

The Opposition

By Michael Smith

Last five games: 3-2-0, 6 points
At home: 7-3-1, 15 points
CAR vs. FLA : 0-0-1
Leading scorer: Jonathan Huberdeau, 23 points (7g, 23a) in
19 games

FORT LAUDERDALE - The Carolina Hurricanes' five-game
road trip shifts to South Florida, where they face off with the
Florida Panthers for two games in a row.
The Match-Up
Carolina Hurricanes (12-6-1, 25 points) at Florida Panthers
(13-4-2, 28 points)
Saturday, Feb. 27, 7 p.m.
Watch: FOX Sports Carolinas, FOX Sports GO
Listen: 99.9 FM The Fan, Hurricanes.com/Listen, Hurricanes
app
Numbers to Know
54.5%: The Canes rank second in faceoff win percentage in
the NHL, only behind Boston (57.4%).
4: Jesper Fast has registered four points (2g, 2a) in his last
five games.

This marks the tail end of a five-game homestand for the
Panthers, who are 2-1-0 at BB&T Center this week. The
Panthers rallied with three goals in 3:11 in the third period en
route to a 3-2 win over the Dallas Stars on Thursday night.
The Last Meeting
The Canes fought back to earn a point against the Panthers
in a 4-3 overtime loss on Feb. 17. Vincent Trocheck's powerplay goal tied the game at three in the latter half of the third
period, but Jonathan Huberdeau found the back of the net in
overtime for his second goal of the game.
"That second half of the game we just didn't get to work. We
let the other team back in, and they've got too much talent to
do that," head coach Rod Brind'Amour said. "We have to be
better for the whole game."
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Carolina takes on Florida on 3-game slide
Carolina Hurricanes (12-6-1, fourth in the Central Division)
vs. Florida Panthers (13-4-2, first in the Central Division)

20 points. Huberdeau has three goals and eight assists over
the last 10 games for Florida.

Sunrise, Florida; Saturday, 7 p.m. EST

Nino Niederreiter leads the Hurricanes with a plus-11 in 19
games this season. Jordan Staal has five goals over the last
10 games for Carolina.

BOTTOM LINE: Carolina looks to break its three-game
losing streak when the Hurricanes take on Florida.
The Panthers are 13-4-2 against division opponents. Florida
is first in the Nhl with 5.4 assists per game, led by Jonathan
Huberdeau averaging 0.8.
The Hurricanes are 12-6-1 against Central Division teams.
Carolina ranks eighth in the Nhl averaging 3.3 goals per
game, led by Vincent Trocheck with nine.
Florida beat Carolina 4-3 in the last meeting between these
teams on Feb. 17. Huberdeau scored two goals for the
Panthers in the victory.
TOP PERFORMERS: Aleksander Barkov Jr. leads the
Panthers with eight goals, adding 12 assists and collecting

LAST 10 GAMES: Panthers: 7-3-0, averaging 3.2 goals, 5.3
assists, 3.9 penalties and 9.3 penalty minutes while giving up
2.5 goals per game with a .915 save percentage.
Hurricanes: 5-4-1, averaging 3.2 goals, 5.6 assists, 3.2
penalties and 6.4 penalty minutes while giving up 2.6 goals
per game with a .912 save percentage.
INJURIES: Panthers: Noel Acciari: out (upper body), Radko
Gudas: day to day (upper body).
Hurricanes: Teuvo Teravainen: out (upper body), Petr
Mrazek: out (thumb).

NHL Power Rankings: Oilers replace Canadiens as lone threat to Maple Leafs in North
division
Can Edmonton catch Toronto at the top of the Canadian
division?
By Pete Blackburn
Ahead of this season, I picked the Montreal Canadiens to
win the North division in an upset over the Toronto Maple
Leafs. And for the opening month of the campaign, that
looked like a pretty solid pick. The Habs got off to a blazing
hot start, picking up points in nine of their first 10 games (71-2), dominating in a lot of possession numbers and staying
tight with Toronto at the top of the division.
But as we've seen many times in the NHL, things can come
apart quickly. Since those initial 10 games, Montreal is 2-5-2
and has looked pretty ugly in the process -- ugly enough that,
this week, they elected to fire Claude Julien and associate
coach Kirk Muller. Now, it'll be Dominique Ducharme's job to
pick up the pieces of a Habs club that showed so much
promise at the start of the year.
Around the same time that Montreal started sliding, the
Edmonton Oilers began to hit their stride. After a shaky start
to the year (and some very familiar problems surrounding
depth, defense and goaltending), the Oilers have tightened

up and found success in recent weeks. They've won eight of
their last 10 games and have charged up the North
standings.
Now, as they head into a three-game series with the Maple
Leafs, they could potentially overtake Toronto at the top of
the division if all goes well. Huh. Things sure do change
quickly. And it's important to remember that, while every NHL
season is a story of ups-and-downs, this condensed season
puts even more emphasis on each and every streak, for
better or for worse.
Let's get to this week's power rankings.
Rk

Teams

1 Lightning

Chg Rcrd
They have yet to fall out of this
top spot since the start of the
season. Six straight weeks
looking like the class of the
-league. They beat a very good
Hurricanes team in three of their
four matchups this week.

134-0
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Rk

Teams

Chg Rcrd

Maple
Leafs

Bruins

They crushed the Flyers 7-3 at
Lake Tahoe, but then were
promptly humbled by the
-Islanders 7-2 in their next game.
Let's call it a wash.

115-0

4

Golden
Knights

Marc-Andre Fleury has fully
reclaimed his net in Vegas and
it's probably time to start talking
about him as a legitimate Vezina -candidate. He's got a .942 save
percentage and 10.0 GSAA
through his first 11 games.

114-0

5

After shutting out the Lightning in
their first meeting of the week,
they then dropped the next
Hurricanes three. Still, they managed to still -look quite good and remain
Tampa's toughest competition in
that division.

126-0

The Panthers might be the most
"are they for real?" team in the
league this season, and a lot of
the signs point to yes ...
especially if they can continue to
get good goaltending.
-Unfortunately for the Cats and
their salary cap situation, that
good goaltending is coming from
Chris Driedger and not Sergei
Bobrovsky.

134-0

154-0

6

7

8

Panthers

Avalanche

They've lost three of their last
five but those losses came
against good teams (Vegas
twice and Minnesota) they've
also only played six games this
entire month due to COVID
stoppages. It's hard to hold it
against them.

Jets

Pierre Luc-Dubois seems to be
getting acclimated to this team
while playing on the wing,
picking up three goals in four
games. Winnipeg's top-six is
cruising, the only question is
whether the back end and blue

--

2

Chg Rcrd

Oilers

Here come the Oilers! Edmonton
has won five in a row and 11 of
their last 13. Suddenly, they're
3
within striking distance of the
Leafs at the top of the North
division.

148-0

10 Islanders

I've been extremely impressed
with Mat Barzal's growth this
year. He was always extremely
gifted but his shot seems to be
snappier this year and he's
willing to use it a lot more, and
1
that's good news for the
Islanders. And even on nights
where he's quiet on the
scoresheet he finds a way to
make an impact with his skating.

106-0

11 Wild

Are the Wild...good? And dare I
say...exciting? They've largely
been held back by a lack of
finishing power but this week
they exploded for 20 goals in
7
four games (all wins). They're
still playing very well defensively
too, giving up just six goals in
those four contests.

116-0

12 Flyers

They've been smoked by COVID
this month and the Lake Tahoe
game turned into a disaster for
them, but they managed to get 2
back in the win column (for the
first time in 17 days) by beating
the Rangers.

9-40

9
3

Teams
line will be able to keep it
together.

Auston Matthews (18 goals in 20
games) and Mitch Marner (30
points in 21 games) continue to -be absolute monsters for the
Leafs.

2

Rk

106-0

If you're wondering how this
team keeps winning so many
games, the goaltending is
probably a great place to start.
13 Blackhawks Kevin Lankinen has gotten a
4
bunch of well-deserved praise,
but Malcolm Subban also has a
.952 save percentage in his last
four starts.

116-0

126-0

They've been crushed by injuries
but they also need their top vets
to start carrying a bit more
5
weight. They also rank near the
bottom of the league in both
power play and penalty kill

108-0

14 Blues
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Rk

Teams

Chg Rcrd

Rk

Teams

efficiency, so they need to get
that sorted out.
What a mess it's been in
Montreal lately. After a
tremendous start to the year, the
Habs have lost six of their last
seven and they promptly fired
head coach Claude Julien this
15 Canadiens
7
week. Maybe the coaching
change will spark something in
this team but the biggest key to
recovery might lie in Carey Price
being able to find a few saves
here and there.

16 Capitals

17 Penguins

18 Stars

19 Flames

20 Coyotes

They haven't been overly
impressive and it feels like
they're treading water a bit but
they're at least managing to
keep their head above the
-surface. Even with how shaky
they've looked at points, they're
still within striking distance of the
top of the division.
They're starting to clean it up a
bit on the back end and the
turnaround could be in motion.
It's tough to fully gauge this team
3
but they won three in a row (and
five of six) against pretty good
teams before dropping
Thursday's game in Washington.
They won four straight to start
the year but have won just two
games since (2-5-4). They're still
solid defensively and in net,
5
which is a big reason why many
of their losses are so close, but
lack of offensive production at 5on-5 is killing them.

one) but then immediately
dropped two straight to the Kings
and won two nailbiters against
the Ducks. I wouldn't say I'm all
that impressed.

9-60

21 Devils

I wouldn't exactly say they're "for
real" yet but their surprisingly
solid start to the season should
inspire some confidence in
1
where this ship is headed,
especially with some young
pieces playing well.

7-60

22 Kings

Don't look now but the Kings
have won six in a row. Sure,
6
they lost five in a row before that
but...whatever! Recency bias!

9-70

23 Rangers

The last thing this team needed
was Artemi Panarin stepping
away to deal with personal
matters in Russia but, welp, here 1
we are. If they don't start picking
up the pieces soon then David
Quinn might be out of a job.

7-80

They've lost five of six and it
doesn't look like they're having
too much fun in Columbus.

3

8-80

25 Canucks

It's hard not to feel bad for
Thatcher Demko in his first
season as "the guy" in
Vancouver. The Canucks are
getting run over defensively and 2
Demko still has a .913 save
percentage while facing an
average of 31 shots in his last 11
appearances.

814-0

26 Sabres

Things are spiraling in Buffalo,
both on and off the ice. Jeff
Skinner is apparently in Ralph
Krueger's doghouse and has
been a healthy scratch for three
1
straight games. Rasmus
Ristolainen hasn't recovered
from COVID yet. Jack Eichel is
hurt. Linus Ullmark is hurt. This
is a mess.

6-80

27 Sharks

Erik Karlsson continues to battle
injury issues and it's sad that his
1
story has basically become a
tragedy at this point. One of this
generation's most impactful

7-80

105-0

107-0

24

Blue
Jackets

6-50

Things have not been going
especially well for Calgary.
They've lost five of their last six
and have scored exactly one
goal in each of those five losses.
4
Many of their underlying
offensive numbers are solid but
they just can't score. They could
be a candidate for Claude
Julien's next gig.

910-0

They finally won a seven-game
series (albeit a regular season

9-80

1

Chg Rcrd
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Rk

Teams

Chg Rcrd

Rk

Teams

defensemen has basically been
reduced to an anchor thanks to
his body not cooperating.

28 Predators

29 Ducks

811-0

They still stink but...at
last...TREVOR ZEGRAS TIME!

610-0

--

Three wins in a row!
Unfortunately, they're still eight
games under .500 and have a
league-worst goal differential (27). Don't plan the parade just
yet.

1

714-0

The Red Wings' power play has
gone 0-for-their-last-39. That's
14 straight games without a
31 Red Wings
1
goal. The man-advantage
conversion rate is now down to
an incredibly pathetic 6.1%.

613-0

30 Senators
This team is steadily cruising
toward the start of a rebuild, and
it should probably begin at the
trade deadline this year. They've 1
been downright embarrassing
and it's time to hit the reset
button.

Chg Rcrd

Wolves’ streak ends at 7
Forward Riley Barber scored a pair of goals and Kevin Boyle
posted 22 saves as the Grand Rapids Griffins earned a 4-1
win over the Chicago Wolves on Friday night at Van Andel
Arena.
Center Rem Pitlick produced his American Hockey Leagueleading seventh goal for the Wolves (7-1-0-0), who became
the final AHL team to suffer a loss this season. The Griffins
(4-2-0-0) won their fourth in a row since dropping two to
Chicago.
Grand Rapids took an early lead when Barber slid the puck
past Antoine Bibeau 3:59 into the game. Barber’s score
marked the first time in more than five full games — 338
minutes and 48 seconds, to be exact — since the Wolves
last trailed.
Chicago went into the locker room facing a deficit for the first
time all season — then Grand Rapids quickly dug the hole
deeper in the second period. Dominik Shine whacked a
rebound out of mid-air for a goal 48 seconds into the period,
then Barber made it 3-0 at 2:02 of the second.

Pitlick triggered a rally by swatting home a rebound 42
seconds into the third to cut the margin to 3-1. Defenseman
Frederic Allard scalded a shot from the point that Boyle
rejected, but Pitlick claimed the rebound in the slot and
knocked it home.
The Wolves developed several more chances during the
third period, but the Griffins held strong until Givani Smith
added an insurance goal with 1:53 to play.
Bibeau (1-1-0), seeing his first action since Opening Night on
Feb. 5, finished with 31 saves.
The Wolves have an immediate chance to get even as they
host the Griffins 3 p.m. Sunday at the Chicago Wolves
Training Facility in Hoffman Estates.
While the state of Illinois’ safety protocols don’t allow fans to
attend home games this season, fans can be a part of the
action with a personalized cutout in the Chicago Wolves Fan
Gallery, presented by Hefty. To purchase yours, visit
ChicagoWolvesStore.com or call 1-800-THE-WOLVES.

CAROLINA HURRICANES
NEWS CLIPPINGS • February 27, 2021

TODAY’S LINKS
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article249540173.html
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/spt-columns-blogs/luke-decock/article249545893.html
https://theathletic.com/2412936/2021/02/26/lightning-hurricanes-what-we-learned/
https://theathletic.com/2414747/2021/02/27/carolina-hurricanes-trade-deadline/
https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/tweetmail-how-will-game-experience-change-when-fans-return-to-pnc-arena/c-321849620
https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/gameday-preview-carolina-hurricanes-florida-panthers/c-321871984
https://apnews.com/article/nino-niederreiter-carolina-hurricanes-nhl-jonathan-huberdeau-florida-dbface0208754db9a1972b0539cc1dfd
https://www.cbssports.com/nhl/news/nhl-power-rankings-oilers-replace-canadiens-as-lone-threat-to-maple-leafs-in-north-division/
https://www.chicagowolves.com/2021/02/26/wolves-streak-ends-at-7/
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Where do the Canes stand with Andrei Svechnikov’s contract? How
about Rod Brind’Amour?

BY LUKE DECOCK
FEBRUARY 26, 2021 04:27 PM,

The Carolina Hurricanes took Friday off, a chance to take a breath after a
difficult four-game series with the Tampa Bay Lightning, but the business
of hockey never rests. With the abbreviated season already a third of the
way completed, the Hurricanes have a handful of contract issues on the
verge of becoming pressing.
Andrei Svechnikov has cooled off after a hot start -- after six goals in the
team’s first eight games, he has one empty-net goal in the past 11 -- and
so have negotiations on a new contract for the young star, whose entrylevel contract expires after the season.
Svechnikov’s agent, Todd Diamond, said that wasn’t a sign of an
impasse, but that the fast pace of the shortened season hasn’t left much
time for negotiating.
“Things are kind of status quo,” Diamond told The News & Observer.
“There’s a time and place to have deeper talks. There’s just so many
games right now, it’s not the right environment for it. It may take into the
offseason.”
Svechnikov, who turns 21 next month, is still four years away from
unrestricted free agency and a year away from arbitration rights, so the
team has considerable leverage, but young players of his caliber have
been making quick jumps into the salary stratosphere.
While there were initial discussions about an eight-year deal that would
have taken him through four years of unrestricted free agency, the
current framework under discussion is a shorter-term bridge deal.
“It’s easy, because he’s ours, we’re going to pay him fair and get it done,”
Hurricanes owner Tom Dundon told the N&O. “That’s just when not if.

We want to get it done. These are fairly easy deals to get done. The
market, if you look at the bridge deals that have been done, it’s not that
hard.”
Among potential comparables, the New York Islanders’ Mathew Barzal
signed a three-year contract worth an average of $7 million per season,
while Patrik Laine signed a two-year contract worth an average of $6.75
million per season. Svechnikov’s standard rookie contract currently pays
him $925,000 plus performance bonuses. Last year, that was worth an
additional $850,000, which counts against this year’s salary cap.
“The team situation dictates those things moreso than we desire,”
Diamond said. “More guys are going with the so-called bridge route
because the team doesn’t have the cap space to satisfy a long-term
number. The Islanders would have loved to sign Barzal for six or seven
or eight years but their cap situation did not allow for it. When a team is
good and has players around coming off entry-level deals, you kind of
have to go that direction.”
The Hurricanes also have to make a decision on defenseman Dougie
Hamilton, who can become an unrestricted free agent in July, but that
really doesn’t have to happen until the April 12 trade deadline. The 27year-old is the Hurricanes’ highest-paid defenseman at $5.75 million per
season.
And then there’s the sticky case of coach Rod Brind’Amour, who at
$600,000 per season is one of the lowest-paid coaches in the league. In
the big picture, this is an easy one: Brind’Amour has never expressed
any desire to leave and Dundon is on the record saying Brind’Amour has
earned a raise.
“I can’t imagine it not working out,” Brind’Amour told the N&O on Friday.
The details get a little trickier. Brind’Amour is under pressure from his
peers in the NHL coaching community to get his salary closer to the
league average. The 13 coaches with salaries listed on capfriendly.com
average more than $3.2 million; the actual average is believed to be less
than that. Calgary’s Geoff Ward is the lowest-paid on that list at
$900,000. On top of that, the Hurricanes’ assistant coaches and support
staff are all out of contract this summer, and it’s up to Brind’Amour to
advocate for them.
Meanwhile, Dundon loves Brind’Amour as a coach but has made it clear
since he bought the team that he thinks NHL coaches and general
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managers are overpaid in general and he won’t hew to NHL salary
standards by default.
“We’re going to get it worked out,” Dundon said. “He’s going to be here.
We don’t want him to go and he doesn’t want to go. This is the easiest
thing of all time. I’ve got to pay him more. That’s life. He earned it.”
News Observer LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Five things we’ve learned about the Carolina Hurricanes

BY CHIP ALEXANDER
FEBRUARY 26, 2021 02:26 PM,

Five things we’ve learned about the Carolina Hurricanes, who are 12-6-1
after their first 19 games, fourth in the Central Division and now on a
three-game losing streak:
‘CANES NEED TERAVAINEN, MRAZEK
A no-brainer, yes? All teams will deal with injuries in this condensed
season and a lot have had COVID issues, but forward Teuvo Teravainen
and goalie Petr Mrazek have been missed.
Teravainen, sidelined indefinitely with a concussion, has been called the
Canes’ quiet MVP by coach Rod Brind’Amour. He led the team in assists
last season, but also in power-play assists and power-play points. Think
the Canes could have used him on the power play Thursday when they
were 0-for-5 in the 3-1 loss to the Lightning.
Mrazek led the NHL in goals-against average and save percentage in the
early going, with a 1-0 shutout of Tampa Bay, before his collision with
teammate Max McCormick. He’s coming off thumb surgery, has missed
14 games and will need time to regain his form and timing. He must do it
quickly.
DOUGIE OF OLD, WHERE ARE YOU?
Defenseman Dougie Hamilton was playing as well as any defenseman in
the league last season when he suffered a broken leg in mid-January.
Selected as an NHL All-Star, he was an offensive force and the perfect
counterpart on the Canes’ top defensive pairing with a more defensiveoriented Jaccob Slavin.
Hamilton had nine goals in the first 19 games last season. He has one
goal in 19 this season, on 57 shots. Brind’Amour, asked Thursday about
Hamilton, said it would be difficult for Hamilton to replicate last season
but added Hamilton has had a “ton” of chances this year. “Those will start
to go in,” the coach said. He also would like to see the 6-6, 229-pound Dman more physically engaged.

Andrei Svechnikov, now in his third season, has been called a star in the
making by nearly everyone who has seen the power forward play. But
after scoring six goals in his first eight games, he has one in the past 11,
and that was an empty netter.
Svechnikov has six assists and 24 shots in those 11 games, and
Brind’Amour says much the same about the 20-year-old as he does
about Hamilton: the offensive chances are there, it’s a matter of time. But
a couple of goals by Svechnikov might have changed the three-game
skid against Tampa Bay -- he hit the post Thursday with an early
backhander. Svechnikov can be dynamic but is still seeking more
consistency.
THIS IS A SOLID HOCKEY TEAM
There have been times in the past when the Canes entered a season
with a few too many holes -- on the lines, on the back end, in net. This
year’s team, with a healthy Teravainen and Mrazek, has a good, solid
feel to it. There’s experience and depth and talent. It’s strong up the
middle. The Canes have been good five on five, good in overtimes and
shootouts. After playoff disappointment the past two years, there should
be hunger.
The grind of a 56-game regular season squeezed into a tight scheduling
window, within the specter of the pandemic, makes it a matter of attrition
and a test of conditioning and perseverance to get to the playoffs. The
NHL only made it tougher for the Canes last week by sliding in another
Tampa Bay game, meaning four in a row against the 2020 Stanley Cup
champion before their two games with the Central Division-leading
Florida Panthers. Their strength of schedule is second in the NHL.
“We just focus on today,” Brind’Amour said Thursday. “We’re big on
going 1-0 and focusing on today. It’s what are we going to do today to
win and be good.”
And when they get back to Raleigh, the Canes will find something
different about PNC Arena: Some fans will be allowed in the building for
their games. Talk about a pick-me-up.
HURRICANES AT FLORIDA PANTHERS
When: Saturday, 7 p.m.
Where: BB&T Center, Sunrise, Fla.
TV: FSCR
News Observer LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Civian vs. Smith: What we learned from the Hurricanes-Lightning series

By Sara Civian and Joe Smith Feb 26, 2021

GOALTENDING TOO SOFT AT TIMES
With Mrazek out, the Canes have gone with James Reimer and Alex
Nedeljkovic in a season, as Brind’Amour put it, where the games keep on
coming. Both are capable. Neither is elite.
Goaltending was the chief cause of the Canes’ three-game slide, on both
sides. Tampa Bay’s Andrei Vasilevskiy is an elite goalie and beat the
Canes twice. Curtis McElhinney, who stole a few games as the backup
for the Canes two years ago, did it again Thursday for the Lightning.
Both Reimer and Nedeljkovic have allowed a few soft goals. It happens.
It also can be the difference in close games. The Canes need Mrazek
back and being that feisty, competitive Petr Mrazek again.
“SVECH” MUST BE CONSISTENTLY DYNAMIC

The Lightning played Carolina for the 100th time this week.
Pretty sure they’re sick of each other by now.
Just wait until they play in a seven-game series in May. Book it. It’s going
to happen.
Civian: Joe, your grandma content made up for any repetitiveness our
tweets might have built up over the course of this series — for me at
least. I think Hurricanes head coach Rod Brind’Amour is officially over it.
That said, this has been a taste of the seemingly inevitable seven-game
series. I’m already pouring one out for the Tampa Bay tiki bar excursions
that might’ve been — but I’m sure we’ll figure out a virtual solution.
Both teams have lived up to their Stanley Cup contender reputations
throughout the series. What have you thought of the Canes?
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Smith: I think the Canes might end up being the Lightning’s toughest
competition in the division. Granted, I haven’t seen the Stars live this
year (thanks to multiple cancellations), and the Panthers are a muchimproved group, but it seems like Carolina has a lot of the pieces you
need. That is, when their No. 1 goalie is healthy.
They’ve got one of the top coaches (how is Rod Brind’Amour not signed
yet?), a really mobile and deep blue line, and plenty of skill up front. It’s
funny, Lightning color analyst Brian Engblom said the other night that the
Lightning and Hurricanes are like “mirror Images” in how they play.
They’re relentless on the forecheck, built on speed and a blue line that
helps fuel their offensive attack.
What are the biggest challenges you’ve seen Tampa Bay present to the
Canes? And keep in mind, they’re still missing Nikita Kucherov and
Anthony Cirelli.
Civian: The Lightning are the Hurricanes if the Hurricanes had one of the
best (the best, if you ask me) goalies in the league. It really is that simple,
and the relentless forecheck on all ends of the ice has been so fun to
watch. I expected that, though.
I’ve realized this series these two teams are similar in how they
persevere no matter who is in the lineup. Brind’Amour keeps saying how
important flexibility in that way is going to be this season. This is
obviously due to roster depth, but also the trusting nature of both
Brind’Amour and Jon Cooper — they’ve prepared and encouraged their
fringe players for this.
It was fascinating to hear Brind’Amour and Cooper in the same coaches
association panel last year, discussing similar topics and strategies.
Smith: That’s been a big part of Cooper’s culture, ensuring there are
more than 23 guys ready to step in when need be. There’s always going
to be injuries. We’ve seen Gemel Smith step in when Mitchell Stephens
had knee surgery, and this past week, rookies Alex Barre-Boulet and
Ross Colton made some impressive debuts. They likely won’t be up here
all year, but that experience is vital. Take last year’s playoffs, when
Cooper entrusted Alex Volkov with a lineup spot for Cup-clinching Game
6 against Dallas — it was the winger’s playoff debut. That did wonders
for his confidence going into this year.
Other than the usual suspects, what Lightning players have caught your
eye in this series? By the way, you’re going to love Cedric Paquette. He
annoys the hell out of other teams. He also had one of my favorite quotes
a few years back when, after a down season, said “I’m going to try to be
more of a prick this year.”
Civian: Victor Hedman is obviously what we in the biz would consider a
“usual suspect,” but it seems like he’s gotten even better than I’ve ever
seen him play.
Is Yanni Gourde a usual suspect? He’s been everywhere this series in a
similar way Paquette has since he joined the Canes. And I’ve been
impressed with Paquette so far for everything you mentioned. Ondrej
Palat is probably the most usual unusual suspect, right? The Canes had
been seriously lacking in the sandpaper department since they let Joel
Edmundson go, and Brind’Amour of all people knows you need a little bit
of that if you’re going to win a Stanley Cup.
Smith: You’re spot on about Gourde, who was terrific again on Thursday.
Watching Gourde’s world-class shot on his go-ahead goal in the third
period makes one wonder how he even went through a two-month goal
drought last season. Gourde got reinvigorated in the playoffs with a move
back to the middle, where he anchored the team’s dynamic third line with
Barclay Goodrow and Blake Coleman.
You mention “sandpaper” and the Lightning don’t win the Cup last year
without adding guys like Goodrow, Coleman and Zach Bogosian around
the deadline. They also had Pat Maroon and Luke Schenn. Cooper said
they went from the “greatest show on ice” to a team that could stand up
to other teams and play a more physical style. Of course, the main
reason they won was because their best players were their best players,
from Hedman and Kucherov to Point and Andrei Vasilevskiy. But they

added another element to their game that they were missing on previous
deep runs.
What do you think has been missing with the Canes when it comes to
advancing in the playoffs? Obviously, we all took notice when they beat
the Caps a few years back and took the Bruins to Game 7. Feel they
added enough for this year to get over the hump against a team like
Tampa Bay?
Civian: Experience and goaltending. You’ll notice the Canes barely made
any changes before this season, but the younger budding stars like
Andrei Svechnikov and Martin Necas are taking their next steps, while
Sebastian Aho, Teuvo Teravainen and Dougie Hamilton are approaching
their prime. So, with the rest of the things coming together, it’s never
been more important for Petr Mrazek to come back and provide the
flashes of brilliance we’ve seen from him on a more consistent basis.
I thought the Hurricanes probably deserved to win this final game and
split the series. That’s why you invest in a goaltender who will steal you a
game. The Hurricanes goaltending was generally fine and at times
excellent throughout the series — especially without Mrazek. But I’m sure
some of you had the feeling that Mrazek could’ve been the difference.
The Canes are hoping he’ll be back relatively soon.
At the same time, the Canes simply have to find a way to score more
than one goal in two games. They came into this series scoring more
goals than anyone not in the North Division, though, so it’s not too
concerning unless it bleeds into their next few games.
Smith: The Lightning did win three of the four games, but it easily could
have been a split. “Let’s be honest, the game wasn’t pretty,” Cooper said.
“Our performance was subpar.” Combine that with Vasilevskiy’s shutout
on Wednesday and it’s easy to see that goaltending is one of the
deciding factors in these matchups.
This was the perfect time for this kind of test for Tampa Bay, which had
just come off a “wakeup call” series loss to the Panthers. While the
Lightning didn’t play their best the last week, they showed some
“gamesmanship,” as Cooper put it, finding ways to grind out games when
they’re not clicking. They also learned what things they’ve got to work on,
notably the power play and cleaning up some parts of their defensive
game.
Considering the Lightning are without two key play-drivers in Kucherov
and Cirelli they’ll certainly take being second in the division more than a
quarter into the season.
Quick hits
Best Zoom interview on team?
Civian: It’s been hard to capture personality but Dougie Hamilton has
basically kept the same energy. He has kept giving me a hard time, and
that’s the kind of back-and-forth I miss the most.
Smith: There are some guys that are just as good on Zoom as they are in
person, like Stamkos or Maroon. But Mikhail Sergachev is sneaky good
— he’s always thoughtful, doesn’t bullshit, and often has a funny line or
two, like when he said you never know what Vasilevskiy will pull out of
his “magic hat.”
Who is Carolina’s Pat Maroon? Florida man, life of the party, gets guys
together on road, can stand up and say something in room?
Civian:
Most underrated/underappreciated player?
Smith: Palat would be that guy with the Lightning, the straw that stirred
the drink on their top line during the playoffs (quietly scoring 11 goals).
He does all the little things right, the ideal 200-foot player.
Civian: Covering hockey down south means everyone is
underrated/underappreciated until the Maple Leafs are putting them in
trade rumors, right? So in that sense, Brett Pesce is old news. But ever
since he returned from shoulder surgery this season, he’s been the
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Hurricanes’ most reliable defenseman — even above Jaccob Slavin and
Hamilton. If there were an award for best defensive defenseman (which
there should be!) he’d be in my top three so far.

league lead in goals by a defenseman with six. In addition, he has 11
points total on the campaign, making him second on the team’s
defensemen in points.

The Athletic LOADED: 02.27.2021

Additionally, Keith Yandle shows that he can produce at a high level
offensively. He currently leads all defensemen on the team in points with
13 (three goals, 10 assists). Throughout his career, Yandle has shown he
can be a power play quarterback, and this season was no different.
Currently, he’s tied for the team lead in power play points, with Jonathan
Huberdeau at nine points.
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Panthers’ Offense Producing Like Contenders

Panthers’ Power Play is Lethal
February 26, 2021 by Joey Ganzi

Entering the month of February, the Florida Panthers were on a roll. They
were undefeated in regulation for the entire month of January, and it was
clear they were hungry for more. The only big difference is that this
month they were playing teams that were considered to be contenders.
This included teams like the Carolina Hurricanes, Dallas Stars and
Tampa Bay Lightning.
Before those games, Florida suffered an unusual loss to the Detroit Red
Wings by a score of 4-1, giving them their first regulation loss of the
season. As a result, questions arose about the squad’s potential.
However, those talks were quickly shut down as they beat Tampa twice
in three nights, Carolina and Dallas two times in three games. In addition,
Florida currently holds the top position in the Central Division. This is in
large part due to their successful and lethal offense.
Offensive Stars Continue to Dominate
Ranked ninth in the league in goals per game, this team has found
multiple ways to win, from comeback goal scoring to complete
domination of their opponents.
This is due to their stars on offense like forward Jonathan Huberdeau. He
currently leads the team in points with 23 and in assists with 16. In
addition, he notched his first career hat trick on February 4th. Through
his last 10 games, he’s tallied 11 points (five goals, eight assists).
Through this month, he’s shown he can carry a line and play like an allstar in today’s game.

The Panthers’ offensive stars have also shown they can get it done even
in big power play situations. Due to their explosiveness on offense,
Florida currently hones a top-10 power play unit, ranking eighth in the
NHL at a 26.4 percent conversion rate.
Patric Hornqvist Florida Panthers
This is because of their fast forwards that can set up on the attack quickly
with good moves, clean zone entries, and crisp passing from guys like
Huberdeau and Barkov. Furthermore, their defenseman jump in as they
have players who can rip it from the point or wing such as Ekblad and
Radko Gudas,. Finally, their gritty forwards create big chances with
deflections and rebounds with players like Hornqvist.
What’s Next?
It’s clear that Florida has the offensive firepower that can lead to the
playoffs. As previously mentioned, the Panthers are in a prime playoff
position and have shown that it can hang with the big boys in the
Lightning and the Hurricanes. While this may not necessarily be a vision
for postseason success quite just yet, it gives the team and fans a
glimmer of hope. For the first time in a while, Florida is legit, and no one
should sleep on this franchise this season.
Hockey Writers LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Nashville Predators GM David Poile is worried — but not about his job

Jonathan Huberdeau Florida Panthers
Jonathan Huberdeau, Florida Panthers (Jess Starr/The Hockey Writers)
However, that does not mean his linemates aren’t contributing. Newly
acquired, Patric Hornqvist continues to do what he does best, be a pest
in the crease. Due to that style of play, he’s tied in the team lead in goals
with eight. Furthermore, he is lethal on the man-advantage, leading his
team with five power play goals.
Furthermore, after a slow start, center Alex Wennberg is starting to make
some waves in Sunrise. Throughout the month of February, he’s scored
five goals and assisted in five more. His goal count is how much he had
last season through 57 games with Columbus. If he’s already hit that
point in a 56 game season, the sky is the limit for him.
Furthermore, captain Aleksander Barkov continues to show night in and
night out why he’s one of the best forwards in today’s NHL. Through his
last nine games, he’s piled up nine points (four goals, five assists).
Furthermore, he’s tied for the team lead with Hornqvist in goals with
eight. In addition, his helping hand in Carter Verhaeghe is making Tampa
regret letting him walk in free agency. Through 19 games played, he has
seven goals and seven assists. His seven tallies tie him for second on
the team in goals with Huberdeau.
Defense Jumps In
The defensive scoring has also given the team a dangerous offensive
reputation. For example, Aaron Ekblad has shown his strong offensive
ability. The first overall pick in the 2014 draft is currently tied for the

PAUL SKRBINA

The man whose job it is to put other people in the right jobs is always
worried about his own job.
No, Nashville Predators general manager David Poile, the only general
manager the franchise has ever known, isn't concerned about whether
he'll keep his.
Poile has plenty of worries, though. That's part of his job's DNA. A job he
has held in Nashville since 1997, plus another 15 years before that with
the Washington Capitals.
His Predators team this season is closer to last place than first. Is in
danger of missing the playoffs for the second consecutive season. Is
near the salary cap without the results.
"I realize like everybody else that there's going to be a time and a place
that it would make sense to go in a different direction," Poile told The
Tennessean. "Right now, that has not been conveyed to me (by the
team's ownership group).
"I'm going to, with their support and being on the same page ... try to get
back in a very competitive position as soon as possible. That's what I've
always done. That's what I'll always do."
If they rebuild it ...
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That's what is seems like Poile has been doing forever.
He turned 71 on Valentine's Day. He has won more than 1,300 games,
more than any general manager in the history of the sport. But he has
never won the biggest one — a Stanley Cup clincher.
He's the longest-tenured GM in the league, sixth longest in NHL history.
He's a Hall of Famer. Not even four years have passed since the
Predators reached the Stanley Cup Final, a notion that the last couple of
seasons have felt so far away.
"I would like to be able to sit here and say we should be competing for a
Stanley Cup, but I feel right now our roster has not shown that," Poile
said.
It hasn't for the last couple of years, since what Poile called "the
pinnacle" of 2017 and 2017-18, when the team won the Presidents'
Trophy.
"It's important for everybody — ourselves, our owners and our fans — to
have the right expectations of this team," Poile said. "We've been in a
little bit of a decline — I mean we've been very competitive the last
couple of years — but still a bit of a decline."

He fired Peter Laviolette less than a week later, just the second time he'd
fired a coach in-season in his career. The next day he hired John Hynes,
whom he said really hasn't had a fair shake at being fairly assessed
given the pause last season and the strange schedule this season.
He ate the mistake that was Kyle Turris' contract, opting to buy him out, a
rarity for Poile.
Not a lot of return
Poile has watched as Ryan Johansen and his $8 million cap hit have
struggled. He had zero goals and four assists (all on the power play) in
11 games going into Thursday.
Another $8 million man, Matt Duchene, had three goals and five assists
in 18 games.
Moving players such as those, with those contracts, could prove difficult,
at least during the season. That means Poile may consider moving other
parts if the "Ws" don't start outnumbering the "Ls" by a significant margin.
He may have to listen to offers for players such as Mattias Ekholm or
Filip Forsberg or Viktor Arvidsson.

The normally thorough Poile answered that question by repeating one
word: "Absolutely."

"There's been lots of rumors about this guy being traded," Poile said.
"What is important to understand is mangers are always on the phone
talking all the time about different things. Whether you're the best team in
the league or the last-place team in the league, you're always trying to do
the same thing, and that's improve your team."

That is if the team's ownership will have him.

Poile tries to balance the present while considering the future.

"I get it," he said. "If that's the decision, I totally understand. You won't
see me be a bitter pill. We've had lots of opportunities and I'm very proud
of where we've been with this franchise. But we can be better. I'm just
gonna keep working like I do every day to try to make our team better.

"A manager's job, we're the planners of the organization," Poile said. "For
me that's always a timeframe of three to five years. Where we sit right
now is not where we want to be.

If the roster, the one Poile built, continues to not show progress, does he
have a rebuild in him, at his age? Is he willing to adjust his philosophy?

"It's very frustrating for all of us. Frustrating is just a state of time, just a
place. We're going to get out of that at some point. Hopefully sooner than
later."
Holding on to hope
The Predators gave Poile some hope, stringing together a rare winning
streak to stay out of last place.
There are flaws, though. Major flaws. The team's penalty kill is near the
bottom of the league. The power play remains a problem. Offense has
been hard to come by.
"Like any club that's not playing as well as you expect, there's been a lot
of things that have gone wrong," Poile said. "There's been some
inconsistencies from individual players.
"Whatever I say, it all adds up to what our record is today."
Or what their record is by the end of this season.
Poile felt good about that through the first two games of the season, both
wins against the Columbus Blue Jackets.
Then, coming off a loss to the Carolina Hurricanes, things changed in a
hurry. The Predators' weaknesses began to be exposed during a 7-0 loss
to the Stars. They allowed a franchise-tying worst five power-play goals.
"If you're looking for a turning point in the wrong direction, that was
clearly it," Poile said. "We are slowly but surely recovering from that. That
one game, the penalty killing kind of bled into a lot of other parts of our
game.
"For a team that seemed to be on the right track ... we became pretty
fragile pretty fast. We've been playing catch-up ever since then."
Poile began having flashbacks to the Winter Classic, which he felt
changed last season for the worse.
So it was time for more change.

"For planning purposes ... I do see some signs we're going to be headed
in a better direction, so I wanted to buy as much time as I can."
Tennessean LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Bobby Ryan 'absolutely loves' being a Detroit Red Wing, understands if
Yzerman trades him

HELENE ST. JAMES

Being traded doesn’t weigh on Bobby Ryan. Helping the Detroit Red
Wings be more competitive does.
The veteran forward has proven to be a savvy signing by general
manager Steve Yzerman, adding production and veteran leadership.
Ryan is one of multiple players on expiring contracts who Yzerman could
flip at the trade deadline for assets to help the rebuild, but for now, Ryan
is focused on how he can help the current team.
“I think in our last eight or nine games, our brand of hockey has been a
lot better,” Ryan said. “We’ve gotten a way from it a few, but that’s a
team that’s growing. We are starting to put some things in place that can
help us be way more competitive. We are starting to stay the course a
little bit better.”
Yzerman signed Ryan, who turns 34 in March, to a one-year, $1 million
deal in October. Ryan had four goals his first three games, then went
through a stretch where he was creating scoring chances but not getting
results. In Thursday's home win over the Nashville Predators, his joy over
helping fellow veteran Sam Gagner score his first two goals of the
season matched the smile on Gagner’s face.
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“I think because we are here a couple hours a day, people don’t realize it
weighs on us all the time,” Ryan said. “It’s something we go home and
think about and how can we do this and how can we do that. For him
being out a few games and having that response, now you hope the
confidence for him goes through the roof.”
Ryan’s two assists put him at 11 points after 21 games. He’s certain to
garner interest from Stanley Cup contenders as the April 12 deadline
approaches; others who could pique interest, to varying degrees, include
Gagner, Marc Staal, Luke Glendening, Darren Helm and Jonathan
Bernier. There hasn’t been any conversation between Ryan and
Yzerman yet, but it’s a scenario in which both sides could benefit.
“When I signed, I knew that was going to be a possibility,” Ryan said. “If I
came in and played well, it would be a win-win situation. Possibly for me
it’d be an opportunity to go somewhere and be in a playoff race, and for
the team to get an asset. I understand the business side of that thing.
“The only conversation I had with Steve way when was we would have a
conversation about that as the time came. I’ve heard the whispers. You
take it with a grain of salt until Steve or your agent comes you and tells
you exactly what’s happening.”
It’s unusual for players to talk about the trade deadline 20-odd games
into a season, but that’s the reality of playing during the COVID-19
pandemic. As Ryan put it, “it’s such weird year.” But though he hasn’t
been around the Wings for that long — he moved here in November with
his wife, Danielle, their daughter, Riley and son, Chase — the family has
relished the experience.
“We have loved every single moment of it,” Ryan said. “feel fortunate I’ve
gotten to play here, wear the Winged Wheel. I love the group, love the
coaching. Everything about it has been an incredible experience, so if
there is an opportunity for me to come back in the summer, it will be a
conversation that Steve will have with me. And I don’t know what his
plans are, but it will be very, very high on my list. I absolutely love it
here.”
It’s been a nice change for Ryan after a turbulent last season that
included treatment for substance abuse. He handles travel restrictions —
players are pretty much supposed to stay in their hotel rooms other than
going for walks — by reading. He’s working his way through the Art of
Manliness’ 100 books every man should read (he’s already read Plato’s
"Republic," "Cannery Row" by John Steinbeck and "The Road" by
Cormac McCarthy), though he’s taking a break to dive into Leo Tolstoy’s
"War and Peace." (“That’s not on that list, but everything I’ve read about
it it seems like it’s going to be a great read,” Ryan said.)
The Wings have gone through their own ups and downs this season,
starting 2-2, losing five guys to the pandemic, enduring an eight-game
winless skid. The hope was they wouldn’t be as bad as last season, and
while the record doesn’t show it, they have played better defensively and
with more structure. From what Ryan has seen, the guys who are key to
the rebuild, a group that is headlined by Dylan Larkin, understands it’s
going to take time before the Wings will be buyers at the trade deadline,
not sellers.
“I would say there’s a very quiet resolve within the guys that know they
are going to be here for a while, that they are building something, that the
results aren’t immediate,” Ryan said. “They are not getting down every
day. They come back to work. That starts with Larks. I think he has guys
all pulling on the same rope in the same direction, and that speaks a lot
to him. He’s not a rah-rah guy, he just comes in and leads by example,
his work ethic, the way he is around the room, the way he handles
himself. Guys follow that.
“They are committed to the process of getting better every day and that
they are going to be here for the turnaround. I am excited for them, I
really am. It’s just a great group of young guys in that room.”
Detroit Free Press LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Detroit Red Wings seem to have figured out the formula for them to win

HELENE ST. JAMES

The Detroit Red Wings seem to have figured out what it takes for them to
win. Now they have to prove they can do it in consecutive games.
They face a weekend series against the Chicago Blackhawks fresh off a
confidence-boosting 5-2 victory over the Nashville Predators on
Thursday at Little Caesars Arena, winning for the second time in three
games. The five goals scored were a season high, and one short of their
output over the previous four games. That may not sound all that
impressive, but for a team that’s 6-13-3, it’s a step in the right direction.
“We see where we are in the standings, which is frustrating, but a win like
this can help the confidence hopefully, and get us moving forward a little
bit,” alternate captain Luke Glendening said. “We have to keep the
momentum going where we can, but we also have to reset and get our
minds right in terms of we have to come and work and compete hard.
That’s going to set the tone for the next game.”
Glendening contributed the first goal. Sam Gagner finally had something
to show for his hard work, earning a hat trick, and Adam Erne also
scored. The power play was no good, going 0-for-3 to extend the drought
to 0-for-40 since Jan. 28, but to get such prolific scoring from secondary
sources was huge.
“It certainly felt good,” Gagner said. “We’ve been pushing as a group to
find something to feel good about it. It’s nice to get a win. Hopefully, we
can keep building on it.
“We’ve done a good job at times of playing really solid and not getting
results. We found a way to get a win. You just have to keep coming to
work and playing the same way. Eventually it does turn. It’s hard some
nights, but you have to keep pushing for it.”
Bobby Ryan set up Gagner’s first two goals. Both had been creating
changes, and were due for points.
“You look at the first one, he does a great job of hunting the puck down
and getting it to me,” Gagner said. “Even on the second, he does a really
good job of recognizing I have a lane and leaving it for me. He’s been
really good for us. Definitely nice to get rewarded.”
Jonathan Bernier continued his claim to the starting job, making 37
saves. He was especially key at the start, when the Predators surged.
But it was a fairly sound game overall for the Wings; they competed, their
structure was solid, and they scored. They’d been shutout, 2-0, in two of
their previous three games.
“As we’ve talked when we were playing fairly good and losing close
games, you need wins to reinforce the belief that you are doing the right
thing,” coach Jeff Blashill said. “I think when you constantly put yourself
in position to win hockey games, if you never win, it’s hard to stay with it.
You need that reinforcement at some point.
“It’s big for confidence, there’s zero doubt about it. Over the stretch of the
season, if you take out the stretch where we have five guys with COVID
and maybe those couple games when they returned, we’ve played pretty
good hockey. We’ve been a fairly hard team to play against. We just
have to continue to be a hard team to play against.”
PROSPECT FIZZLING: Wings treatment of Evgeny Svechnikov is
unusual. Now, his window is closing
The Wings are 0-3-1 against the Blackhawks, but two of those games
have been those close losses Blashill referenced. The Wings have yet to
win consecutively 22 games into the season, but they’re showing
progress.
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“I think our guys have gained an understanding of the formula it takes to
win,” Blashill said. “It’s great compete, great work and great structure. If
we do those things, we put ourselves in position to win. We are going to
have to do it Saturday, and that will be the consistent message.”
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Here's why Bobby Ryan is likely to be traded, but still sees Wings in his
future

TED KULFAN

Detroit — Whether Bobby Ryan is traded at the deadline, finishes the
season here, remains a Red Wing or moves on in the summer — all of it
remains to be seen.

weighed on me heavily. But having been through it one time, not so
much anymore. I can’t control any of that, so I’m just going to play.”
One of the reasons Ryan is interested in staying in the Wings’
organization is the young core of the roster.
Then, there’s the leadership of captain Dylan Larkin.
“I would say there’s a very quiet resolve within the guys who know they’re
going to be here that they’re building something,” Ryan said. “They
understand results may not be immediate, but they’re not getting down
about it, they come back to work and that starts with Larks.
“He’s got guys all pulling on the same rope and same direction and that
speaks a lot about him. He’s not a rah-rah guy but he can be at times. He
just comes in and leads by example. His work ethic, the way he is around
the room and handles himself, guys follow that.
“But that would be the biggest takeaway, the resolve that those guys are
going to get better. It may not be immediate and right now, but they’re
committed to the process of getting better every day.
“I’m excited for them. It’s just a great group of young guys in that room.”

But it sure sounds like the veteran forward wouldn’t mind staying a Red
Wing.

Red Wings at Blackhawks

The trade deadline during this shortened, condensed NHL season is April
12, and Ryan could be an interesting bargaining chip for general
manager Steve Yzerman.

TV/radio: FSD/97.1

Ryan, who'll be 34 on March 17, signed a one-year contract for $1 million
over the summer, knowing a trade could be a distinct possibility. And
Ryan still knows that. But, he’s really taken to Detroit.
“We’ve loved it,” Ryan said during Friday’s Zoom chat with the media,
ahead of the weekend series against the Chicago Blackhawks. “I say we,
as a family. My wife loves it, she’s very happy in the area. The kids like it.
I know my daughter likes going to her dance class. Things like that.
“We’re very comfortable here. It feels weird, I’ve played 20 games and
it’s such a weird year, but we’ve loved every single moment of it.
Whether it’s tomorrow or five weeks from now down the road, I feel
fortunate to have gotten to play here and wear the Winged Wheel.
“I love the group of guys, love the coaching staff and everything about it,
honestly, everything about it. It’s been an incredible experience.”
If Ryan were to be dealt at the deadline, returning to Detroit as a free
agent again next offseason would be a possibility.
“If there’s an opportunity to come back here in the summer, it would be a
conversation that Steve will have with me and I don’t know what his plans
are, but it’ll be very high on my list,” Ryan said. “I love it here.”
Ryan hasn’t had any conversations with Yzerman about this trade
deadline or next season, but a discussion is likely to be forthcoming.
“When I signed I knew that (a potential trade) was going to be a
possibility if I come in and played well and it was a going to be a win-win
situation, possibly for me to get the opportunity to go somewhere and be
in a playoff race and for the team (Wings) to get an asset," he said.
“I understand the business side of that thing. (But) I feel like I’m getting
my feet wet as a Red Wing and it’s a little sad, because I’m just getting
comfortable with the guys, I have been, but you’re really getting to settle
in and have a place in the locker room and it’s just been the nature of the
year (condensed schedule). There’s nothing you can do about it
unfortunately.”

Faceoff: 8 Saturday, United Center, Chicago

Outlook: The Red Wings (6-13-3) and Chicago (11-6-4) begin a twogame-in-two-nights weekend series. ... The Wings are winless in four
games against Chicago (0-3-1). …. Chicago RW Patrick Kane (10 goals,
21 assists) is playing at an MVP level.
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Sam Gagner’s hat trick helps Red Wings top Nashville

Updated Feb 25, 10:06 PM; Posted Feb 25, 10:04 PM
By Ansar Khan

DETROIT – Sam Gagner returned to the lineup Thursday and played like
he is determined to stay in the lineup.
Gagner scored three goals, including the game-winner in the third period,
and the Detroit Red Wings defeated the Nashville Predators 5-2 at Little
Caesars Arena.
It was Gagner’s third career hat trick. He had been scratched the
previous two games, after producing two points (both assists) in 13
games this season.
Jonathan Bernier made 37 saves, starting for the third game in a row
while gaining separation from Thomas Greiss in the goaltending
competition.
Luke Glendening and Adam Erne also scored for Detroit, which got a pair
of assists from both Bobby Ryan and Darren Helm.
It was a season-high goal total for the Red Wings (6-13-3). Nashville fell
to 8-11-0.

At this point of his career, the speculation and rumors, the possible
teams that could be in the mix to acquire him, all that doesn’t bother
Ryan.

Gagner snapped a 2-2 tie at 9:58 of the third period, when he spun and
fired a shot from the side of the net that went between Pekka Rinne’s
pads.

“I’ve heard the whispers and things like that and you take it with a grain
of salt until Steve or your agent tells you exactly what is happening,”
Ryan said. “When I was younger, it would have been something that

The Predators had been gaining momentum since the start of the period
and had tied it on Erik Haula’s goal at 2:55, when he batted in the puck
out of the air from the net front.
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Erne tallied a key insurance goal with 3:38 remaining before Gagner
sealed it with an empty-net goal with 3:04 to play.

Blashill said he needs to provide energy and physicality with some
scoring touch.

The Red Wings hadn’t scored more than two goals in any of the previous
five games of this six-game homestand.

“There’s a number of guys in the league that are like that,” Blashill said.
“If he can find a way to bring that energy and physicality, because he is a
big man, he can bring the energy. He wants to play hard and provide
some scoring touch. When he gets opportunity, he’s got to demand he
gets more opportunity.”

The Red Wings killed a pair of penalties in the second period and took a
2-1 lead on Gagner’s first goal in 14 games this season.
He got a fortuitous bounce when he appeared to center the puck from the
corner. It deflected off of a Nashville stick, fluttered and found its way
between Rinne and the goal post at 8:38.
The teams traded goals in the first period.
Glendening opened the scoring at 4:55 with his second of the season on
a good second effort. He backhanded his own rebound into the net and
being shoved to the ice.
Helm won a puck battle behind the net with strong forechecking to set up
the play.
Mikael Granlund tied it on the power play at 14:15. He knocked in a
rebound from the crease on the backhand. It was Nashville’s third powerplay goals in two games.
Dylan Larkin rattled two shots off the goal post in the period.

No new injuries: Blashill said everyone who played in Tuesday’s 2-0 loss
to Nashville is available tonight, including Robby Fabbri, who did not
practice Wednesday. Defenseman Troy Stecher (lower-body injury) will
miss his third game in a row, hasn’t skated and remains day-to-day.
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How Blackhawks coach Jeremy Colliton helped launch Mathias Bromé’s
NHL path

By Max Bultman Feb 26, 2021
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Mathias Bromé had been “struggling a little bit” in Sweden’s
HockeyAllsvenskan when his phone rang around the end of the 2015-16
season.

Red Wings taking day-to-day approach with Evgeny Svechnikov

On the other end of the line was Jeremy Colliton — the head coach of
Mora IK, another team in the league. He was calling with a proposition.

Updated Feb 25, 11:41 AM; Posted Feb 25, 11:41 AM

“He just asked me what I was thinking about next year, and if I want to go
to Mora and play there,” Bromé recently recalled.

By Ansar Khan

Given the choice between sitting out games while with the NHL club or
playing regularly and developing in the AHL, teams generally prefer the
latter for their younger players.
But Evgeny Svechnikov continues to practice with the Detroit Red Wings
though has not cracked the lineup.
Coach Jeff Blashill indicated Thursday that Svechnikov’s status (NHL
roster, taxi squad or Grand Rapids) will continue to be evaluated on a
day-to-day basis.
“I don’t want to speak past today,” Blashill said. “Right now, he’s on the
taxi squad, he was in Grand Rapids to get started. We’ve kind of cycled
guys on and off the taxi squad. That gives us the ability to have guys
here in case we need them and also to get them games. We’ll see what
tomorrow brings, but that’s how we’re dealing with it right now.”

At the time, Bromé didn’t know much about Colliton. The coach was just
31 years old and was finishing up his third season as coach for Mora,
after being brought on midway through the 2013-14 campaign. The
team’s captain in that 2015-16 season had actually been older than
Colliton. But all Bromé knew was, when he talked to those who had
played for Colliton, he had yet to hear a bad word.
Colliton knew the player quite a bit better. Certainly, he had seen Bromé
when he played against Mora, for Asplöven, during that 2015-16 season.
But Colliton had even noticed Bromé dating back to when he was a junior
player in Västerås. The coach saw a “tremendous skater” with both skill
and edge to his game. So, when the chance arose to add Bromé — then
nearing his 22nd birthday — Colliton picked up the phone.
“I really got that feeling that he really wanted me to (join) the team and be
a top guy on that team,” Bromé said. “So when he said he wanted me
there, it felt pretty good.”

Svechnikov, the club’s top pick in 2015 (19th overall), cleared waivers
just before the season. He has appeared in three games for Grand
Rapids (one goal, one assist) before being assigned to Detroit’s taxi
squad last week.

Bromé, at the time, hadn’t fully broken through yet as a player. It has
always taken him a little more time to hit his stride in new leagues. His
first year in the Allsvenskan, he had just nine points. He took a step
forward in Year 2, with 27 points in 51 games — a solid mark for an
under-22 player — but going into that 2016-17 season, there was still
more in him.

Based on Wednesday’s practice, it does not appear the 24-year-old right
wing will be in the lineup tonight when the Red Wings (5-13-3) face
Nashville (8-10-0) at Little Caesars Arena (7:30, Fox Sports Detroit).

And Colliton, as it turned out, helped him tap into it — in part by simply
helping him to believe in himself and stick with his game when the results
weren’t going his way.

“He’s got to continue to be healthy; it’s been a hard thing for him,” Blashill
said. “When he gets his opportunity, he’s got to show he’s a guy that can
help our NHL team win. If he does that, whether it’s here or down there,
then he’ll get more opportunity.”

“He gave me that, that I’ve gotta believe in myself and just push forward
every day and just do your best and everything will come,” Bromé said.
“If you don’t create any chances, then we have a problem. But if you
create chances, then (the points are) going to come, and ultimately it just
loosened up everything for me. He helped me a lot, and I really
appreciate it.”

Svechnikov (6-3, 208) has appeared in 20 games with the Red Wings
over parts of three seasons. He missed the entire 2018-19 season due to
surgery for a torn ACL.
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He blossomed into a near point-per-game player that first year in Mora,
finishing third in league scoring with 49 points in 51 games. Just as
importantly, he helped the team win promotion to the Swedish Hockey
League, the highest level in Sweden. To this day, he thinks back fondly
on an empty-net goal by Pierre Engvall in the final game of SHL qualifiers
to make it 4-1.
“That’s a great feeling, to be on a team that have (fought) for each other
all the way from May to April, and we went up and nobody believed in
us,” Bromé said. “People were talking about we’re going to miss playoffs
or anything like that, but we still believed in ourselves. That was a really
nice group there.”
Bromé liked that Colliton gave all his players the opportunity to do what
they were good at, making sure every player could have an impact and a
role on the team, regardless of how much they played. And in Bromé’s
individual case, that meant a big opportunity to be a leading player.

now, facing off now as opponents and in a whole new phase of their
careers. But a constant has remained.
“When he texts me now, too, he says ‘keep working and keep doing what
you do out there, it’s going to come,’” Bromé said. “It’s the same (thing)
he said when I played for him too: when you have a little bit of struggle,
just keep pushing every day and try to be a little bit better every day and
it’s going to bounce.”
Now, the question for Bromé is whether breaking out of his slow start will
give way to something promising, as it has in the past. As much as
Bromé’s history suggests it could, the NHL is also a challenge unlike any
other he’s faced so far.
Bromé says he’s watched a lot of teammate Tyler Bertuzzi, trying to
mimic the way he gets to the net so consistently. Sure enough, that’s
where Bromé got his first goal, off a Dylan Larkin rebound. He’s noticed
how much quicker he needs to think at this level.

Even in the middle of a big season, the young forward wasn’t yet thinking
about the NHL during that 2016-17 run. But he does remember talking
with teammates back then about how their coach could someday be
destined for the world’s best hockey league.

But that lesson Colliton taught him, about sticking with his game even
when the results aren’t going his way, has been the same thing helping
him charge ahead now.

“We said like, he’s not going to be here so many years,” Bromé recalled.
“He’s going to be in (the) NHL. He’s such a great guy and great coach,
and I wish him all the best. He helped me to take the next step in my
career back in Sweden.”

“I think I have played good games here,” he said last week, just before
that first goal finally came. “And it’s just about when it’s going to loosen
up for me. I believe in myself, and every time I get that chance to play
here, I’m just doing my best. And hopefully I can put some goals in and
help the team to win.”

That prediction came true rather quickly: as Mora won the Allsvenskan
and moved up to the SHL, it propelled Colliton to become head coach of
the AHL Rockford Icehogs. A little more than one season later, he was
promoted to coach the Blackhawks, replacing Joel Quenneville.

Now, he’s done that. And his next chance to do it again will come
Saturday — with the man who helped him get here standing on the other
bench.

But while Colliton was first onto the NHL fast track, the coach remembers
seeing his former leading scorer flash real promise, too.
“He was a top player in the Allsvenskan,” Colliton said. “One of the top
scorers in the league. Just work ethic, always around the puck, hunting
the puck, really good at protecting the puck in the offensive zone,
cutbacks, taking it to the net. And yeah, you saw that there was potential
there. Obviously he’s developed even further after that, but great kid, and
works hard, and he’s a guy (who) can help you flip the ice. He’s got great
speed, whether it’s on the forecheck or carrying the puck from D-zone to
the offensive zone.”
It took a while, and another slower transition in the SHL, before that leap
to the NHL become possible. Bromé was held without a point in his first
11 SHL games the next season. Once again, he had to stick with his
game until he finally got rewarded.
But when he did, it happened in a big way, with Bromé registering a hat
trick in game No. 12. And after his second SHL season in 2018-19,
although Mora finished the year by being relegated back to the
Allsvenskan, he started to really think about the NHL.
He opted to stay in Sweden for one more season, moving to Örebro and
hoping to grow more as a player, to make sure he would have a real
opportunity to make the NHL when he did come over to North America.
That’s exactly what happened. Bromé was an SHL standout last season,
and then this year made the jump to North America and made the Red
Wings out of camp. Now, he has become an NHL regular. He went
through his trademark growing pains, going his first 17 games without a
point despite some high-danger opportunities early on. But he finally
broke through last weekend and scored his first goal: a game-winner to
beat the Panthers.
And because of the narrowed divisional schedule this season, his rookie
year has also allowed him face Colliton — the man whose phone call and
early-career guidance helped him start it all — four times already.
Likewise with former Mora assistant coach Tomas Mitell, also now on the
Blackhawks’ bench.
After the last time the teams played, Bromé said Colliton texted him after
the game, and he spoke with Mitell as well. Certainly, it’s much different
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The Athletic / John Gibson or Connor Hellebuyck: Who starts for the
2022 United States men’s Olympic team?

Eric Stephens and Murat Ates
Feb 26, 2021

The 2022 Winter Olympic Games are just a year away, and to celebrate,
we’re projecting what the rosters for the major teams might look like in
Beijing.
Team USA men | Team USA women | Team Canada men | Team
Canada women | Team Sweden | Team Finland | Team Russia
Perhaps at no previous point in its history has the United States had the
depth of quality men’s players to choose from for the Olympic team that it
will for the 2022 Beijing Games. Those who will ultimately lead that team
will have a legitimate claim of being among the NHL’s very best.
But to compete for the gold medal, to stand atop the podium for the first
time since Mike Eruzione and the rest of that legendary rag-tag group
pulled off the Miracle on Ice 41 years ago this month, one player will be
most critical.
Back in 1980, it was Jim Craig: the man in goal who got it done and had
the American flag draped around him in triumph.
When 2022 rolls around, that man will be John Gibson.
Or that man will be Connor Hellebuyck.
Take your pick. Put them in the order you want. But unless an
unforeseen circumstance takes either out of the mix, the sure bet is one
of the two will be the backbone for a team that should be a medal
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contender. There are other good American goalies, but the odds that any
of them leap over the Anaheim Ducks’ Gibson or the Winnipeg Jets’
Hellebuyck are slim.
When The Athletic’s Scott Burnside, Craig Custance and Pierre LeBrun
picked the U.S. team earlier this month, Burnside and LeBrun went with
Hellebuyck as the starter and Custance with Gibson. Burnside wrote:
“John Gibson, playing behind a rebuilding Ducks team, won’t have the
gaudy numbers that other top NHL netminders boast but he is
recognized around the hockey world as an elite netminder and he will
push Hellebuyck for the starter’s role in Beijing.” Custance added: “The
debate in goal will be about who starts between Gibson and Hellebuyck.”
Martin Biron, who played goalie in the NHL for 16 seasons and is
currently a television analyst for the Buffalo Sabres, agreed, telling The
Athletic recently: “You’re pretty much assuming Gibson and Hellebuyck.
Those are the two.”
But which is the No. 1?
The question deserves deep dive all of its own.
What the stats say
From an analytical perspective, projecting goaltenders can be a bit of a
fool’s errand.
It has been likened to “voodoo” by so many qualified analysts that the
idea of using today’s math to predict tomorrow’s gold-medal game seems
akin to witchcraft. Still, it’s worth looking at the numbers we do have.
Using a sample size of the past three seasons and change, it’s clear that
Hellebuyck and Gibson are not just among the U.S.’s best goaltenders
but are among the best from any country. Since the beginning of the
2017-18 season, Hellebuyck has the NHL’s fifth-best save percentage
(using 100 games played as an arbitrary minimum, and stats through
Tuesday’s games). Gibson is 12th. Team quality and workload often
make win totals misleading, but in that category Hellebuyck is second
and Gibson 11th in the NHL in this same time frame.
But what about predictive analytics?
Goals Saved Above Average (GSAA) is a stat that looks at how many
goals a player gave up compared to the average performance in the NHL
that season. It can be helpful to sort out the noise, as goal totals vary
leaguewide from year to year.
But the closest thing we have to a predictive stat — and to be clear,
there’s still quite a lot of noise-to-signal here — is goals saved above
expectation (GSAx). GSAx takes more than just shots and saves into
consideration, using factors like one-timers, rebounds and shot location
to estimate shot quality.
When a goalie has a high GSAx, it means he’s stopped a lot of shot
quantity and shut down quality scoring chances as well.
And, according to Evolving Hockey, two of the top three performances in
the past three seasons came from Gibson.
In 2017-18, the year Hellebuyck received his first Vezina Trophy
nomination, Gibson’s 33 goals saved above expectation led the league.
Gibson was almost as good the next season, when he stopped a leaguebest 27 goals above expectation.
Last season, though, Gibson took a big step back, posting a negative
GSAx for the first time (-10). King John had fallen.
And at the same time, Hellebuyck had risen, stopping an NHL-best 20
goals above expectation in 2019-20 on his way to a Vezina trophy win.
Connor Hellebuyck’s star has risen over the past two seasons. (Terrence
Lee / USA Today)
This season has seen a similar trend, with Hellebuyck at 2.8 and Gibson
at -0.6. Still, Gibson’s 2017-18 and 2018-19 seasons were so good
compared to the chances that Anaheim gave up that, despite posting a

lower save percentage, he leads Hellebuyck on GSAx aggregate over
these three-plus seasons.
By the numbers: Top U.S. goalies since 2017-18
Connor Hellebuyck
202
117
0.919
49.3
29.4
John Gibson
185
82
0.916
27.6
49.3
What does it mean? Recent performance gives the edge to Hellebuyck,
but the error bars are wide. Intuitively, we all know that performance
fluctuates, that team performance factors in and that Team USA is likely
to allow a very different type of scoring chance than either Anaheim or
Winnipeg — two of the league’s worst defensive teams.
The real answer is that, by the numbers, Team USA can do no wrong in
choosing between them. Surely if we asked some experts, though, we’d
find stronger opinions than that.
What the experts say
Before he even got to assessing the two goalies, Biron offered up a
transparent disclaimer. “I have to tell you,” he said, “I’ve never been a
huge John Gibson fan.”
Say what?
“And people have been all over me on Twitter and social media every
time I (say) I’m not a huge Gibson fan,” Biron continued. “I know the
analytics numbers say his saves above average and all of that, those
numbers have been spectacular. I’ve never been a Gibson fan because I
feel he’s a bit stiff in his game. I don’t think he’s very athletic, and he was
injury prone as well. For me, that was the big criticism.”
Was he talking about the same John Gibson? The 27-year-old Pittsburgh
native who has been a part of a William M. Jennings Trophy-winning
tandem, has been a two-time All-Star, has played at a high level in
international competition and currently – one could argue singlehandedly, at times – gives the struggling Ducks some amount of
relevance in today’s NHL.
Biron does not discount any of that. But he sees a caveat to it.
“When you look at John Gibson, it’s his ability to make not just one, not
just two, but multiple big saves in games,” he said. “On a team like the
Anaheim Ducks, which have not been as competitive as maybe the
Winnipeg Jets or other teams in the National Hockey League, it has
given John Gibson the ability to impress by making big saves. And it
overshadows, in my opinion, some of the goals that he may have given
up or some of the weaknesses that he has in his game, because you’re
thinking, ‘He’s on a terrible team, he sees a ton of scoring chances and
look at those saves that he’s making.’”
Biron acknowledged that he sees more of Hellebuyck in action because
the Jets are in Canada and his other work with TSN often has him
focusing on the teams north of the border. But he was watched both
extensively and sees more similarities between the two than differences.

CAROLINA HURRICANES
NEWS CLIPPINGS • February 27, 2021
“Hellebuyck is a heck of a goaltender,” Biron said. “But my criticism of
Hellebuyck is a little bit of the same thing. I feel that he’s stiff. I look at the
way goaltending’s being played now. The hip flexibility, the butterfly, even
straight-up … the flexibility in being able to do the splits and really spread
out. I feel like Hellebuyck is definitely behind in that. But he makes it up,
the way that he plays and the way that he positions himself and the size
that he (has) in net.
“We are a long way from the Jonathan Quick and Ryan Miller, who were
very fluid. Very athletic. Very agile. And we’ve gone to what is going to be
now in a lot of people’s opinion, and my opinion, the two front-runners,
(who) are very stiff and very boxy-type goaltenders. It’s interesting that
those two, kind of, come full circle in my criticism because that’s really
how they both play.”
Kevin Weekes, another goalie-turned-analyst, has studied the two over
the years and speaks often with coaches and associates who know both
well. And in Gibson and Hellebuyck, he sees goalies who have managed
to prop up flawed teams. It is something Weekes highly values: the ability
to still deliver elite netminding without a loaded roster playing in front of
them.
“To me, they’re both top-flight goalies,” he said.
But there will be a different dynamic in play than working with the Jets or
the Ducks. Gibson or Hellebuyck will theoretically be playing behind the
best American hockey has to offer. And Weekes recognizes that
difference.
“It can change, of course, just because around you, you have different
pieces,” said Weekes, who played in 348 NHL games. “And you also
have different expectations because of those pieces and the magnitude
of what you’re playing in. I think in the case of Gibson, he has a track
record going back to his days in Kitchener. … If you look at his pedigree
… he’s a guy that, every time: The bigger the game, the better he
played.”
Even after being recognized in 2014 as the top goalie in college hockey,
Hellebuyck didn’t come into the NHL with the pedigree that Gibson
brought. Recent years, however, have seen the Commerce, Mich., native
eclipse him. Some of it results from the divergent fortunes of the Ducks
and Jets. But Hellebuyck, who like Gibson is now 27, has played a big
role in that, rising to the pinnacle of his profession last season when he
won the Vezina.
VEZINA TROPHY WINNER, CONNOR HELLEBUYCK!
SOUNDS GOOD, DOESN’T IT?
CONGRATS TO CONNOR HELLEBUYCK ON WINNING THE VEZINA
TROPHY AT THE 2020 #NHLAWARDS!
PIC.TWITTER.COM/FVJ5XOYE4E
— WINNIPEG JETS (@NHLJETS) SEPTEMBER 21, 2020
It is something Gibson doesn’t have. And Hellebuyck did it while playing
under a white-hot Winnipeg spotlight, which also matters to Weekes.
“A lot of people in the population there are hyper-consumed with hockey,
specifically NHL hockey,” Weekes said. “You have a lot of unofficial, very
unofficial, experts to put it mildly. … So that makes it tough, in terms of
the expectations, the weight of the environment, the way people evaluate
you day-to-day.”

game but can make everything else?” Biron posed. “The routine saves.
The job is not going to be to lose 3-1 and face 45 shots and make a ton
of saves. The job is going to be to try to win 3-1, maybe face 25 shots
and make the saves that you have to make.
“That is a big question mark when I look at Gibson and this Team USA.
How does he fit? And with what I’ve seen out of him in Anaheim, it is a bit
of a puzzle trying to put it together. I don’t think anybody really knows
what John Gibson behind a very solid team is going to look like.”
Fit for the Olympics
There have been other battles for the American net when it comes to the
Olympics. In 2010, Ryan Miller was in the midst of a stellar season with
the Sabres that would end with a Vezina Trophy. But the U.S. had
options. Tim Thomas had won the 2009 Vezina Trophy and had led the
Boston Bruins to the second round of the Stanley Cup playoffs that
spring. Jonathan Quick was on the way to a 39-win breakout season with
the Los Angeles Kings.
“We went through the summer camp, and (USA Hockey) kind of told us
that we had until about the Super Bowl to figure out who was going to be
starting in the net,” Miller said. “They told us they wanted to make sure
they gave the guys plenty of time to prepare.
“I remember I got that call at our Super Bowl party. Just getting the heads
up that I was going to get the nod.”
Miller might have become immortal in the annals of American hockey, his
name synonymous with Craig and Eruzione, had Sidney Crosby not
gotten the golden goal through him in those Olympics. But the Michigan
native was a still star, lifting the U.S. with a performance that earned him
MVP honors. It meant something to him to achieve so much for his
country.
“I did feel a big responsibility,” Miller said. “I started getting photo shoots
for magazine covers and interviews. Big national publications. … It was
definitely a bit of a whirlwind situation.”
As for what competition to be No. 1 brought, Miller said he viewed
Thomas and Quick as a reassuring safety net, not as threats.
“If I couldn’t carry the mail, I felt like there’s guys that can,” he said. “That
was kind of our feeling as a group. We’re going to get the job done, and
we’re going to be proud and happy for whoever’s doing it. I was happy to
get the nod, and I was glad I could roll with it.
“We were all set there. But that described every position on that team.
That’s why I think it was a success. … I thought we had a good group.
We played our role pretty well. Brian Burke got the organization kind of in
the mode of we expect you guys to win, but he was telling everybody
else we were underdogs. Kind of took just a bit of pressure off going into
Canada, and I thought we performed with a hunger.”
Do we have evidence of that same hunger or national-team spirit from
Gibson or Hellebuck? Is one of them the next Ryan Miller or Jim Craig?
If history is any indication, Gibson has the pedigree. While it’s true that
Gibson was — somehow — cut from his high school hockey team, he
has been Team USA’s goaltender of the future since he was 16 years
old. In fact, looking at the history, all the U.S. needs to do to medal is put
him in net.
Gibson’s track record in international tournaments is spectacular:

“Throughout it all, Hellebuyck has done an awesome job of excelling
within that environment. There’s a lot to be said about that.”

• 2010 World Under-17 Championship: gold medal, best goals-against
average (1.33), best save percentage (.957)

Some other factors need to be considered here, as well. Who will the
head coach be? Who will the defensemen be? What will the style be?
Will the United States need a goalie to make spectacular saves, or will it
be better off with one who avoids mistakes?

• 2011 World Under-18 Championship: gold medal, best goaltender
award

“When I consider Olympics and I consider Team USA — which is going
to be, in my opinion, a really, really strong team — can John Gibson be
the guy that doesn’t have to make the four, five, six huge saves in the

• 2013 World Under-20 Championship: gold medal, best goals-against
average (1.36), best save percentage (.955), best goaltender award,
MVP award
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• 2013 Men’s World Championship: bronze medal, 1.56 goals-against
average, .951 save percentage (at just 19 years old)

Heck, so could the opening round of the Olympics themselves. It’s that
close.

You’d call Gibson’s record sterling if it wasn’t so made of gold.

Who do you think should start for Team USA? Let us know in the
comments.

Gibson backed up Jack Campbell in the lone disappointment of Team
USA’s golden run — its seventh-place finish at the 2012 world juniors —
but he has won every single medal game of his international career.
“In any of those games for USA Hockey in international competitions to
date, he always rises to the occasion,” Weekes said. “From U17 and U18
to world juniors and even up to the world championships.
“Does it change? Of course. Does everything get ratcheted up? Of
course. Expectations? The weight of the expectations? The magnitude of
the competition and being an international tournament? Of course. All of
those things change. No question. But I will say: From Gibson’s point of
view, he has a long track record of excelling in that since he was 17
years old. That’s really impressive from that standpoint.”
Going back the same span in Connor Hellebuyck’s portfolio, to 2010, you
would have had to track him down in Michigan, where he was playing for
the Walled Lake Northern High School Knights. Such is the nature of
Hellebuyck’s ascent. He was so far off the goaltending map for so long
that his first Team USA appearance was in 2014, when Gibson was
already a three-time gold medalist.
That’s not to say Hellebuyck hadn’t excelled.
In 2011, the then-unknown Michigan product turned a training camp
invite with the Odessa Jackalopes into NAHL rookie of the year and
goaltender of the year honors. He parlayed that performance into a spot
on UMass-Lowell’s 2012-13 NCAA Hockey East championship team and
Hockey East goaltender of the year honors that same season.
By 2013-14, Hellebuyck was the NCAA’s top goaltender, receiving the
Mike Richter award. (Richter himself is no stranger to Team USA hockey
heroics, earning 1996 World Cup of Hockey MVP honors after a
spectacular, gold-medal-winning performance against Team Canada.)
But Hellebuyck’s international resume is limited to the 2015 Men’s World
Championship, where he won bronze, just as Gibson had in 2013.
That said, he was spectacular in that tournament, posting the top goalsagainst average (1.37) and save percentage (.948).
And by virtue of winning the bronze medal game, Hellebuyck can claim
an undefeated record with an international medal on the line — just like
Gibson.
Still, it’s clear that Gibson has been Team USA’s goaltender of choice for
a decade. He’s delivered on every opportunity he’s been given.
And the one time Gibson and Hellebuyck played on the same team —
North America at the 2016 World Cup of Hockey — it was Gibson and
not Hellebuyck who took over starting duties following an injury to Matt
Murray.
Unsurprisingly, Gibson won his one start, a memorable 4-3 overtime win
against Team Europe.
So who’s it going to be?
Does Hellebuyck’s Vezina-winning ascension from 2017-18 (runner up)
to 2020 (his first win) factor into Team USA’s decision-making?
It should, because he’s the best goaltender in the world right now.
But Gibson has been the best goaltender against the world too many
times to be overlooked, has had a longer run of success and seems to be
Team USA’s golden ticket.
It’s going to come down to the wire.
They’re both goalies any Olympic team would love as starters. The next
12 months could make or break each one’s shot at the starter’s crease.
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Sportsnet.ca / Q&A: Brady Tkachuk on surging young Senators, his drive
to excel

Wayne Scanlan
February 26, 2021, 10:06 PM

Brady Tkachuk has been on a tear.
If these were the Middle Ages, Tkachuk’s efforts over the past fortnight
would have been called the Holy Crusades.
In his past seven games, the 21-year-old leader of the Ottawa Senators
has scored five goals and seven points, with two fights, one power play
goal and one game-winning goal. His effort against the Montreal
Canadiens on Tuesday was a singular work of art and mayhem.
Tkachuk scored twice, including the goal to force overtime, pounded Ben
Chiarot mercilessly to avenge Chiarot’s previous stick work on Tkachuk
housemate Tim Stützle, delivered seven hits, four shots and chipped in
with three broken teeth -- compliments of a four-minute high sticking
penalty to Shea Weber that led to an Ottawa power play goal in the
eventual 5-4 shootout victory.
For head coach D.J. Smith, it was a blue-collar-beautiful, grinding effort,
led by the King of the Crusade.
“Certainly Brady Tkachuk tonight dragged us into that battle,” Smith said.
“I don’t know if he’s had a better game since I’ve been here.”
Remaining Time -0:30
Smith praises Tkachuk's big-time performance against Canadiens
Tkachuk backed that up with a workmanlike effort Thursday against
brother Matthew and the Calgary Flames, a 6-1 Ottawa laugher. No need
for a hero’s cape this night, Tkachuk and his mates had this one in hand
from the start to reel off the Senators’ first three-game winning streak of
the year. Though he was held off the scoresheet, Tkachuk was everpresent on his patrols, with six shots and nine hits in 19:52 of ice time.
Tkachuk leads the NHL in hits with 99 and shots with 95. He leads the
Senators in goals (eight), points (15) and heart (is there an analytic
measurement for this?)
Less than 24 hours after Ottawa’s battle royale against the archrival in
bleu, blanc et rouge -- completing a two-game sweep of the Habs -Tkachuk spoke to Sportsnet.ca in a one-on-one interview. To his
everlasting credit, No. 7 accepted a reporter’s call immediately after
getting major dental repairs. (The question we didn’t ask -- which is
worse, root canal or reporter probing?). Once again, Tkachuk answers
the bell.
Note, this interview has been edited and condensed for length and
clarity. All of the questions stem from a single interview, except for one
Zoom Q/A that is noted.
*I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time.
sportsnet.ca: First of all, how is your mouth doing?
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Brady Tkachuk: It’s had better days, but it’s all good. It’s the price you
pay to play.
SN: I have to ask, what was your mom’s reaction?
BT: I haven’t spoken to mom yet, the game ended late and I was at the
dentist this morning. I will be excited to see her reaction when I
FaceTime her.
SN: I’m sure you’re aware, your dad, Keith, was on a podcast recently
and predicted you or your brother, Matthew, were going to lose some
teeth if you didn’t start wearing your mouth guards properly?
BT: We had a good laugh about it. ‘Ah, karma.’ But I actually had the
mouthguard in my mouth and they were able to save the teeth, and get
some of the chipped teeth fixed. Some of the teeth got stuck in my
mouthguard so I was able to save the other half of the teeth.
It was good I actually had the mouthguard in, if I had a ‘fishhook’
(mouthguard dangling) like I usually do, it could have been a lot worse.

I was always the young small kid trying to keep up with them and looking
back I think it helped me a lot. Matthew always brought me along and
made me feel included. As much as he gave it to me, I think he wanted
me around just to beat up on me. It was good, it was fun and some great
memories we both have.
SN: After a tough start to the season, how much fun has it been winning
games recently, with the younger players producing in key situations? I’m
thinking of you and Josh Norris, Tim Stützle, Drake Batherson, Colin
White and Erik Brannstrom.
BT: We’re a young team that has faced a lot of adversity this year and
we’ve shown a lot of maturity as a group. And we’re learning from those
mistakes we made. Now, we’re able to win those tight games we were
losing earlier. We’ve become such a better team.
These guys are going to be studs in this league, but what makes it even
better, they are just incredible guys and care about winning. And each
other.

SN: I get the feeling you were born to play in tight, nasty games like that.

As a group, we’re happy with how we are right now, but we know each
individual can be that much better and keep turning it around.

BT: Yeah, I think this whole division, with Montreal and Toronto, they’ve
been rivals with our team and our organization for a bunch of years now.
And this year, playing them eight or nine times, those are games you
look forward to.

Everybody in the fanbase and in the city should be excited because
there's a ton of great individuals that are coming up to be part of this
team.

And now with the Canadian division, it’s like a chance to see who is the
best team in Canada, so there is a lot of pride going into it. I think it’s
been great for the fans, great for the league. You can’t have fans in the
rinks, but for them to watch and rally around their team, it’s been fun. I
feel like each fan base has been really involved and really active.
SN: It seemed as though you and your teammates got cheated a bit by
not having fans in the CTC for a game like that
BT: We definitely miss having our fans around at the Canadian Tire
Centre. It definitely would have been loud. That’s what’s going to make it
so special the first time fans can be there. Hopefully soon. It’s going to be
something everyone remembers.
SN: Do you carry extra motivation against the Canadiens because they
passed on you to draft Jesperi Kotkaniemi third overall in 2018?
BT: I wouldn’t say there is any extra motivation. This year, it’s such a
short year, and each game you want to empty the tank and just leave it
all out there.

SN: Fans want to believe the core of young talent can stay together. Do
you guys talk about that, the potential for this group to grow into a longterm contender?
BT: I think we have that belief with one another. Right now we’re playing
well, we all have the same dreams and aspirations, we want to win the
Stanley Cup and we believe we can, down the road.
There’s a lot of great pieces in that locker room that can win a Cup. I
wouldn’t say that’s a big conversation we always have but I think deep
down we always have that belief and confidence we feel we’re going to
win the Stanley Cup one day. And that’s what we always dream about as
kids.
31 Thoughts: The Podcast
Jeff Marek and Elliotte Friedman talk to a lot of people around the hockey
world, and then they tell listeners all about what they’ve heard and what
they think about it.

There’s so much skill in this division. You want to make an impact.

SN: How cool was it that your entire youth household -- you, Stützle and
Norris -- went 1-2-3 in the shootout lineup vs Montreal?

I wouldn’t say there’s any special motivation against any one team. It’s
just fun to get up and get right back at it with some rivalry teams.

BT: I was laughing about it on the bench. Josh scored for the household
win and I'm the only one who didn’t score.

SN: All of Canada will be keeping an eye on this five-game set between
the Tkachuk brothers and the Senators-Flames. How much do you speak
with Matthew during the hockey season? And will you be able to visit him
away from the rink?

SN: You nearly did, I think you beat Carey Price with that low shot but it
just veered wide. He might have got a piece of it.

BT: We talk a ton. Usually every day.

It was a gutsy win. We dug in in the third period. Top to bottom, a great
win.

With rules and protocols, we will follow those to a T. Hopefully we will be
able to see one another. We will have to see what the protocols are, but
we will see each other on the ice.

BT: Yeah, he made a good save, let’s go with that. We were just happy
to get the two points.

SN: Tell me about your roomies, Josh and Tim (‘Jimmy,’ as Brady has
named him). Who’s the best cook? Is anyone especially tidy or messy?

Spending 10 months together during the pandemic, and not being
together for the past couple of months, I definitely miss him. And miss
seeing the family.

BT: Josh is the cook. He’s a great cook, actually. He makes all of our
dinners while Jimmy and I just like to hang out and watch TV -- and we’ll
help out occasionally, but very rarely. I’ll do the dishes.

It will be so exciting to see him.

With Jimmy, he’s probably the messiest one. He’s messy. We clean up
after him and just remind him. But it’s all good. We have a good dynamic
here, it’s been a lot of fun. We have our roles a little bit around the house.
It’s good. We just sit on the couch and watch hockey. Have fun, laugh.
Eat dinner and that’s it. We have a good time here.

SN:(From a Thursday Zoom call) Were you able to get in on the pickup
games with Matthew and his older friends growing up?
BT: Yeah, whenever he had buddies over we played roller hockey in the
driveway. It never really got cold in St. Louis so we could do it all year
round.

SN: Does Norris have a go-to dish?
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BT: We have steak a lot, so he can whip up a nice steak. We’re pretty
plain with our meals. Not making much out of scratch. But he’s our best
chef.

February 26, 2021, 6:52 PM

SN: Any clashes over musical taste or TV choices?

VANCOUVER – The Vancouver Canucks were an exciting team on the
rise.

BT: Josh and I have a similar playlist. And Tim sits in the backseat just
hanging out.
We all watch the same thing. Hockey, if there’s a game on. We play a bit
of Xbox.
Our musical taste is all over the map. Some country. Hip hop. Rock. Pop.
No specific genre.
Remaining Time -2:09
Flames' Matthew Tkachuk says Senators style of play fueled by Brady
SN: Norris told me the other night, he had to wake Tim up from a long
winter’s nap around 4:15 p.m. to get him to the Montreal game on time.
BT: Jimmy loooooves his sleep. He’s just a happy-go-lucky dude. Loving
life.
And loves his sleep.
SN: You mentioned on a Zoom call recently that you don’t really pay
attention to your prodigious hit totals or shots on goal. Do you set any
personal goals for yourself?
BT: Not really. To be honest, I just want to be the best player I can be. I
think everybody wants to be that. Every single day, put in the work. Keep
finding ways to elevate your game and I think that is my motivation -- be
better than I was yesterday. If everybody has the same mindset, we get
better as a group and I think you can see that is happening. We’ve
become much better than we were on day one.
SN: What sort of things do you work on, individual skills, etc.?
BT: Just little things like skating with the puck a little bit more. A couple of
quick strides to get my feet moving and then make the play. I try to work
on that. Instead of making the play standing still. You can always work on
stickhandling, on improving your shot. Things around the net. Tipping.
Screens. Every day try to focus on something different. You can’t do it
without teammates and coaches to guide you through it and help you out.
I’m appreciative to them for helping me out.
SN: Have you seen a better young player at skating with the puck than
Stützle?
BT: Yeah, he is an unbelievable skater.
I joke around with the household, both of them are awesome skaters.
They might have to show me some of the things they do. They’re both -Timmy and Josh -- very impressive skaters.
SN: Is there any one thing are you looking forward to most when the
pandemic is over?
BT: That’s a tough question. Of course, we’re thinking of all the people
affected by this pandemic. I don’t know if there’s a specific thing -- all of
us have to do our part till this is over. Probably just excited to see my
family.
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Sportsnet.ca / Canucks' underwhelming season hitting differently given
high expectations

Iain MacIntyre

Driven by a wave of rising young stars, the Canucks had finally broken
through the previous season, making the Stanley Cup playoffs for the
first time in five years. Great things were expected. Patience and the
enduring hopefulness of fans was at last rewarded with a team that could
dazzle. And then the Canucks crashed.
Sound familiar?
We’re talking about a Canucks team from 20 years ago, but the plot
synopsis outlined here is eerily and painfully similar to the maddening
drama unfolding in empty Rogers Arena this season.
So much expected, so little delivered.
This is not the first time the Canucks have done this.
The Edmonton Oilers have been doing it to their fans more or less
annually since Connor McDavid, the last of the team’s four first-overall
draft picks, arrived in 2015. But under coach Dave Tippett and general
manager Ken Holland, the Oilers finally appear to have it figured out.
They may be counting too heavily on 38-year-old goalie Mike Smith
playing like 28-year-old Dominik Hasek, but Edmonton was awfully
impressive sweeping two games in Vancouver this week by scores of 4-3
and 3-0. The Canucks’ 0-3-1 homestand left them at 8-14-2, with the
weekend to seek counselling before back-to-back games in Winnipeg
starting on Monday.
There are a couple of key differences between the 2001-02 Vancouver
team and the current Canucks, who after bursting back into the Stanley
Cup tournament last summer following four straight years without
playoffs, are one of the National Hockey League’s biggest
disappointments in 2021.
Twenty years ago, the struggling “young” players in Vancouver had all
been in the league a handful of seasons. Markus Naslund was 28 years
old, Todd Bertuzzi and Brendan Morrison 26. Ed Jovanovski and Mattias
Ohlund were 25. Daniel and Henrik Sedin, who were still a few years
from developing into impact players, were 21.
Compare that to these Canucks, who are dangerously reliant on Bo
Horvat, 25, Brock Boeser, 23, Elias Pettersson, 22, and Quinn Hughes,
21. Rookie winger Nils Hoglander is a top-six fixture at age 20. J.T.
Miller, 27, is the only core player with more experience than Horvat.
But the paramount difference is this: the 2001-02 season was 82 games,
so when the Canucks bottomed out at Christmas at 14-21-4 and general
manager Brian Burke went into the dressing room to blast players and
assure them he wasn’t firing coach Marc Crawford, the team still had
time to fix itself and make the playoffs. They saved their season.
There probably isn’t time to do that in the 56-game season of 2021.
For what it’s worth, the 20-years-ago Canucks were 10-12-2 after Game
24, but were about to win only four of their next 15 games.
The current Canucks will hit the halfway point of their pandemicshortened season next Saturday against the Toronto Maple Leafs.
Pandemic or not, there is unvarnished anger among many fans. The only
way this could be better for Canuck owners is if they could sell tickets to
recoup a few of the millions they’re going to lose this season. But the
only way this could be worse for the team is if there were fans in the
building booing them.
It’s unclear what statute of limitations apply to managing owner
Francesco Aquilini’s remarkably direct, Feb. 13 Twitter declaration
supporting coach Travis Green and general manager Jim Benning, but it
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would be better for everyone if the Canucks win more than four of their
next 15 games.
There is frequently opponent-envy in Vancouver, but that envy now
includes: How come the Montreal Canadiens get to fire their coach and
we don’t?
The hostility bordering on rage on social media, which isn’t exactly a
healing circle at the best of times and was not around much in 2001, is
not just because the Canucks are losing again and almost certainly will
return to the draft lottery instead of the playoffs.
After five decades without a Stanley Cup, the fan base is accustomed to
disappointment. But this is something much more than disappointment.
It’s one thing to wait while a poor team gets incrementally better -- as
long as those overmatched players play their butts off each night.
But it’s another to have waited, finally get rewarded, teased that great
things are coming, and then get walloped in the face with a frying pan.
Especially after a tumultuous off-season that saw key veterans leave in
free agency partly because management overspent years before on role
players whose impact now is negligible.
The reaction is almost visceral. It feels to many like a betrayal.
Losing is always worse when it is least expected. Hell hath no fury in
sports like a fan base scorned.
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Sportsnet.ca / Flames' lack of scoring one of many struggles impacting
fragile roster

Eric Francis
February 26, 2021, 5:37 PM

Finally, the Calgary Flames have found some consistency.
Not in a good way, however.
In each of their last six losses the Flames have scored just one goal. No
more, no less.

The four most significant goal scorers on the Flames roster all need to be
better, as the man leading the way of late is Andrew Mangiapane, who
has scored the third-most goals in the NHL in the month of February.
It speaks to the team’s depth issues up front – something that was
supposed to be this team’s strength.
The third and fourth lines have struggled to find chemistry, and the net.
This is not a four-line hockey club, as the coach regularly trumpets.
This is a three-line team with a handful of extras bouncing in and out of
the lineup.
Free agent signings Josh Leivo and Dominik Simon have yet to score a
goal or show any signs of fitting in as top-nine regulars.
It puts additional pressure on the top guns like Johnny Gaudreau and
Elias Lindholm to produce as they did early on.
Of late, everyone has been silent.
The Flames have eight goals in their last six outings, three of which were
power play markers.
The constant shuffling of lines hasn’t helped, but that’s a chicken and egg
debate.
The coach didn’t discount the possibility of starting Saturday’s game with
last year’s familiar top six lineup, putting Lindholm back alongside
Gaudreau and Sean Monahan, while Backlund centres Matthew Tkachuk
and Mangiapane.
That's how they finished on Thursday.
“In my opinion we’re not having the puck enough,” said captain Mark
Giordano, whose club has been outscored significantly by every
Canadian team in 5-on-5 this year.
“We’re getting a chance up the rush and then it’s out right away. For the
last little bit, we’ve defended quite a bit. There’s really not much left in the
neutral zone. You’ve got to get the puck behind their defence and build a
shift from there. Once we build that mindset and get it in there, we’ll be
fine.”
Their inability to generate up front has led to endless first period deficits,
which ultimately leads to the team giving up on nights like Thursday’s 6-1
shellacking in Ottawa where the players essentially admitted afterwards
they had run out of gas and hope after going down 4-1.
In past years the Flames were armed with the offence and belief they
could come back.

It’s a steadiness nobody is talking about, as the focus has been on
defensive lapses, giveaways, bad starts, work ethic issues and, um, what
were we talking about again?

Unsurprisingly, the fragility of this group was a big topic after Friday’s
practice.

Oh yeah, goals.

“I think we have a lot of highs and lows instead of staying even keel
throughout the game,” Chris Tanev said.

Buried in a mountain of criticism and finger pointing in Calgary is a
scoring issue for a team that never envisioned struggling this way.
It’s particularly troubling when you’re housed in the NHL’s highestscoring division.
Canada’s Group of Seven is averaging 6.4 goals a game, a rate the NHL
hasn’t seen league-wide since 1993-94.
One goal a game isn’t going to cut it.
The top four teams in the North Division all sit top-seven in the NHL’s
scoring ranks, while Calgary sits 17 places lower than Montreal, in 24th
at 2.50 goals a game.
The Oilers and Leafs have scored over a goal more per game this year
than a Flames club that has struggled recently against the likes of
Vancouver, Toronto and Ottawa, none of which are known as stellar
defensive squads.

“When we’re going good we feel like we’re on top of the world, and then
the other team scores and we feel the world is ending. It’s something we
definitely need to work on. It’s a mental thing obviously. We’ve got to talk
to each other and be positive.”
And start scoring some goals.
NOTES: The Flames gave David Rittich the day off on Friday after
playing four times in the last six nights. He’ll undoubtedly get his fourthstraight start on Saturday (11 a.m. MT) as Jacob Markstrom isn’t eligible
to come off injured reserve until Sunday. Markstrom skated on his own
on Friday as he fights to bounce back from an upper body injury.
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Sportsnet.ca / Inside Tyler and Cat Toffoli's move to locked-down
Montreal
Eric Engels sit down with Tyler Toffoli and his wife Cat to discuss how
they came to the decision to choose Montreal this offseason.

Canadiens-obsessed metropolis, the opportunity still had to be properly
presented by Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin, wellpositioned by agent Pat Brisson, and then carefully weighed and
processed by Tyler and Cat.
Then the journey had to be embarked on with the second wave of a
pandemic in full rage, presenting an added layer of trepidation.

Eric Engels
February 26, 2021, 2:32 PM

MONTREAL — Cat Belanger-Toffoli figures her Monterey-born-and-bred
personality is at least partially responsible for her downplaying the
anxiety she’s been feeling since arriving in Montreal, 4,600 kilometres
away from the familiar and comforting warmth of California, completely
distanced from family, friends and every other person she knows outside
of her husband, Tyler, whose job with the Canadiens keeps him away for
hours on end and sometimes even for weeks.
She’s mostly alone, confined to a one-bedroom apartment in the heart of
the red zone of a foreign city that’s been locked down since she emerged
from her mandatory two-week quarantine in January. She yearns for the
Golden State’s sunshine as she sets off for vitamin D-starved walks,
sloshing through dreary winter conditions to Mount Royal, the Atwater
Market, downtown and Old Montreal before night falls, curfew begins and
her Groundhog Day existence creeps into her last waking thoughts.
But Belanger-Toffoli says the challenge of this life-altering move midpandemic hasn’t been all-consuming, that she’s been making the best of
her situation and doing so without complaint.
“I have a very California-unfazed attitude towards things,” she told
Sportsnet last weekend. “And I’m also so conscious of what terrible
things everybody has been going through this past year that I don’t even
think of what’s going on with us. Everytime I’m like, ‘Ugh, this is so
difficult,’ I immediately think it’s not bad at all compared to the world right
now. It’s not fun by any means, but it’s not bad.”
The Toffolis’ good fortune and favourable circumstances don’t diminish
how difficult the adjustment has been to a new life in a new city,
particularly for Cat.
A little human interaction beyond FaceTime and Zoom would offer her
massive relief, if it were possible. Belanger-Toffoli’s a socialite. She's a
former D1 softball player at George Washington University who revelled
in the camaraderie of team sport from adolescence through early
adulthood before transferring to USC where she joined the Delta Gamma
sorority. She's a 10-year employee of the Los Angeles Dodgers who, in
her people-person functions of marketing and event coordination, built
lasting relationships with everyone from Claire in sales to legendary
broadcaster Vin Scully, actor Eric Stonestreet and comedian George
Lopez, who spoke at her and Tyler’s 2018 wedding in Hawaii.
But the strict rules she’s rigidly abided by in Montreal means she’s spent
the past two months limited solely to fragmented time with her husband
and some one-sided conversations with Dodger, the couple’s four-pound
Toy Yorkie.
This is supposed to be home for at least four years, with Tyler agreeing
to a $17-million pact with the Canadiens back in October. But, as he put
it when we caught up with the couple last Friday, “I can’t really say it’s
like home yet because nothing’s open and we haven’t been able to
experience Montreal the way that I know it will be at some point.”
At least Tyler’s had the distraction of hockey and all that comes with it.
Not that the 28-year-old didn’t experience his own anxieties in leveraging
a 562-game, Stanley Cup-winning career with the Los Angeles Kings—
and 17 great games with Vancouver Canucks last year—to secure a
long-term deal in a hockey market he accurately suggests is elevated
pressure-wise from the ones he came from. Even if the Scarborough,
Ont., native knew what he might be jumping into and embracing with this

Packing up and moving to a new city is stressful enough, but traveling
across the continent through closed borders ratchets it up a notch.
“It was just a different, eerie feeling seeing the airport not busy. It was
definitely stressful,” said Toffoli. “And then just coming to a new city,
being set up in an apartment where we know nothing… I think it was
snowing and like slush on the ground, and I was driving—we had a
rental, a Chevy Malibu rental, two-wheel drive—and I was like, ‘I don’t
remember how to do this.’ It was definitely stressful.”
On Dec. 23, stress turned into concern for Toffoli, with a helplessness
akin to looking on from the penalty box as your team clings to a one-goal
lead late in an important game washing over him.
“When I was back in L.A., I was skating and testing (for COVID) three
times a week, so I was negative the whole time,” he said. “Came to
Montreal (on the 22nd), tested negative, and then tested again (on the
23rd) and it ended up being positive.”
You can imagine what ran through Toffoli’s head: First, his health
potentially being compromised and the possibility he and Cat
unknowingly spread the virus to other people on their way to Montreal,
and then the hockey implications of starting training camp on time and
getting off to a good start to immediately begin proving he was worth the
contract.
“We sat in a puddle of anxiety together,” said Belanger-Toffoli. “Just who,
what, where, when, why? And it was definitely a little jarring not knowing
anybody or anything, just kind of waiting around (to be tested again).”
When he tested negative again a day later it brought instant relief for
both of them. “A Christmas present,” as Tyler and Cat referred to it in
unison during our conversation, with concurrent negatives over the next
several days further confirming it had been a false-positive on the 23rd.
Tyler emerged unscathed, passing all requirements to start training camp
on time. Then he shot out to the best start of his nine-year NHL career,
scoring 12 goals in his first 18 games.
It picked up with a hat trick in Vancouver -- the Canadiens’ fourth game
of the season -- and Belanger-Toffoli missed it because she couldn’t
have people over to install cable while she and Tyler were quarantining in
December and wasn’t sure how to go about the process without breaking
team rules afterwards.
She has since only seen highlights of the other goals Tyler has scored
despite safely securing a way to watch the games weeks ago.
“I realized he was doing so well that I probably shouldn’t watch,”
Belanger-Toffoli said. “I’ve just chosen to watch Below Deck and Real
Housewives when the Canadiens are playing.”
In this selfless endeavour, Belanger-Toffoli might not even realize to what
extent she has connected herself to countless Montreal fans who believe
what socks they wear or which sandwich they eat for lunch has an effect
on the outcome of games.
“I’m a very superstitious person coming from baseball,” she said, “so
when Ty scores and I’m not watching, I know I’ll be not watching for a
while.”
It’s a rule Belanger-Toffoli will break if and when families are permitted to
be at the Bell Centre at some point this season.
The thought of that experience has sustained her in recent weeks. So
have the walks around town, enjoying some of the city’s awe-inspiring
lookouts and peering through windows of stores she hopes to shop in
when restrictions are lifted. Zoom calls with wives and girlfriends of other
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Canadiens players have allowed her to at least become acquainted with
some of the others living a similar experience.
But Belanger-Toffoli is pining for the opportunity to meet everyone in
person, and she and Tyler are both desperate for the real Canadiens
experience—with close to 22,000 people filling the Bell Centre and
providing the unique atmosphere that was sold to them as they mulled
over the decision to sign with the team and uproot their lives.
*I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time.
Life in Montreal will also take on new feeling for the Toffolis once they
move out of the condo the Canadiens helped set them up in. First they’ll
ride out the rest of this season in that space, then they’ll summer in Los
Angeles before returning prior to next season to build a real home life in
their own place, with their own furniture and a brand new cable
subscription.
For now, boredom, restlessness -- and some anxiety -- will reign for
Belanger-Toffoli.
“Moving from our home in California to an apartment in a closed-down,
foreign city has definitely been a life change,” she said. “From not being
able to workout properly (something I love to do daily) to trying to figure
out how to order things and stream television—it’s been a bit wild. Put on
top of that there’s nothing I’m allowed to do outside of this apartment
other than walk around and look at things, and being away from work,
and our friends and normal life…
“Even so, saying it’s difficult doesn’t feel right.”
Clearly, her laid-back Californian outlook hasn’t frozen over.
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Sportsnet.ca / Red-hot Oilers type of challenge Maple Leafs have been
waiting for

Chris Johnston
February 26, 2021, 7:32 PM

The trip west to Edmonton required a quick layover in the trainer’s room.
That’s where Auston Matthews, Joe Thornton, Jake Muzzin, Frederik
Andersen and other key members of the Toronto Maple Leafs had to
spend time before heading out on a five-games-in-eight-days roadie
featuring a tasty mini-series against the Oilers.

They’ve spoken with respect in the past about the way a former Atlantic
Division foe like the Boston Bruins always seemed to be winning or
challenging for the Presidents’ Trophy no matter what kind of absences
they incurred along the way.
That has not historically been a hallmark of their own group, but there are
encouraging signs of growth so far this season. Toronto is fresh off a 1-1
split with the Calgary Flames in games where they had to start No. 3
goaltender Michael Hutchinson while Thornton, Muzzin, Wayne
Simmonds and other trusted veterans watched injured from the stands.
Matthews has played most of this season with a nagging wrist issue and
wasn’t able to take faceoffs for the final 24 minutes of Wednesday’s 2-1
overtime win over the Flames. Still, he managed to keep his
tremendously productive run going by picking up assists on both of
William Nylander’s goals.
“While he had to adapt his game and I had to adapt how we used him a
little bit, he still competed his ass off right till the very end,” Leafs coach
Sheldon Keefe said Friday of Matthews. “In fact, (he) makes a great play
to give Willy the space to make the play he made on the overtimewinning goal.
“That’s a good sign for both: The fact that we feel like the injury isn’t
something that’s going to slow him down too much here, but also just the
fact that he just competes and finds ways to adapt and has done the
things that he’s able to.”
The guess here is we’ll see Matthews go head-to-head with Connor
McDavid on Saturday even though he didn’t take part in Friday’s practice.
A final determination on his availability for the game won’t be made until
the hours before puck drop, but he’s found a way to score a league-best
18 goals while managing the situation so far.
There will also be an “all hands on deck” approach with the way the
Oilers have been rolling. They’ve picked up 11 wins in 13 games starting
with the last meeting between the teams -- a 4-3 overtime victory that
ended with McDavid’s goal at Rogers Place on Jan. 30 -- and are now
within a whisper of the Leafs, just four points behind in the standings.
“They’re playing great team hockey right now,” said Thornton.
“We’re going to have to be ready. We looked at some stuff today,” added
Muzzin. “They’re a team that’s firing right now. They’ve got good
goaltending, their defence is doing well and the stars are playing hard.”
He’ll return for Saturday’s game and not a moment too soon. The Leafs
have somewhat managed to contain McDavid in the 5-on-5 minutes
against their top shutdown pair of Muzzin and Justin Holl this season,
and that duo has had success against Leon Draisaitl as well.
Muzzin missed a week after breaking a bone below his right eye last
Saturday night when Tyler Toffoli’s stick hit him on the follow through of a
shot and described it as a harrowing experience.

On the surface it didn’t look like an ideal way to prepare for the
scorching-hot team challenging their North Division supremacy, but
there’s an argument to be made that the opposite is in fact true.

“Yeah, a little bit scary, I’m not going to lie,” said Muzzin. “When you get
hit in the face, you kind of black out a little bit and then you see the blood
coming. So I was just praying that the eye was OK.”

Fundamentally, this is the kind of opportunity the Leafs have been
waiting for. The grind is real right now, both with the injuries and the fact
many of them probably won’t even step outside from the moment they
check into the JW Marriott until they’re boarding a bus to the airport late
Wednesday night after playing the Oilers for a third straight time.

Thornton also got nicked-up during that visit to Montreal and missed the
subsequent two games. He hopes to return against Edmonton. And Jack
Campbell should be ready to start in goal for the first time since injuring
his leg on Jan. 24.

Their reward?
A game in Vancouver the very next night.
“It’s going to be a challenge,” said Muzzin. “This whole season has been
different.”
It’s the kind of stretch a dominant regular season team finds a way to
navigate with only limited damage. And the Leafs, who’ve roared out of
the gates with a 15-4-2 start, are setting the internal bar at dominance.

But even some of the guys who’ve been dressing are doing so at less
than 100 per cent -- Zach Hyman, notably, didn’t participate in special
team’s drills during Friday’s practice after taking a couple of recent shots
off the skate boot -- because we’ve simply reached that point in the
schedule.
The difference between good and great can be established by teams
when they’re tired, banged-up and operating at reduced physical
capacity. Everyone has to deal with those stretches at some point during
the season.
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Toronto is in one at a moment when the Oilers have eaten into their
division lead and they’ve got three straight head-to-head meetings on
deck.
“We feel like we’ve been going pretty well as a team here and it’s still real
close [in the standings],” said Keefe. “You can’t take any games or any
days off.”
If they can take care of their own business, the path ahead should get
easier.
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021
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“I don’t think you can win long-term without that (ability), and it shows a
lot of growth,” Barrie said. “We certainly didn’t have that at the beginning
of the year. We’ve been able to show a lot of character in some of these
wins, and show that we can play with the lead. Play a shut-down style of
hockey if we have to, which is certainly important come playoff time.”
Of course, if there were fans in the building, forgetting about the stature
of their opponent would be much more difficult. Barrie knows, after a
season of travelling the NHL circuit and finding Leaf Nation at every stop.
“One of the really cool things about being a Maple Leaf was how much
support they had on the road,” he said. “There always seemed to be
Maple Leafs fans (at opposing rinks), and when you’d go out for dinner
there always seemed to be fans. It’s an incredibly large fan base.”

Sportsnet.ca / Oilers not making a big deal of matchup with first-place
Maple Leafs

Some of whom reside in the national media — oops, our outside voice —
a trait that always seeps into an Edmonton-Toronto matchup. But this
isn’t about the fans or media. It’s about two of the North’s top three teams
— don’t sleep on the Winnipeg Jets — duking it out three times in five
days.

February 26, 2021, 6:41 PM

It’s about Auston Matthews versus McDavid. Mitch Marner against
Draisaitl. Morgan Rielly and Darnell Nurse …

Staff Writer

EDMONTON — It’s not just a three-game series that could put the
Edmonton Oilers into first place in the North Division.
It’s a three-game series that could put the Edmonton Oilers into first
place in the North Division — against the Toronto Maple Leafs.
No, wait.
Against the TORONTO MAPLE LEAFS!
As Hockey Night in Canada rolls in and the eyes of Leafs Nation gaze
temporarily toward the Western colonies, the Oilers themselves must be
all a-tither, right?
“I don’t get that feeling, no,” said defenceman Tyson Barrie, who wore
the blue Maple Leaf a season ago.

It’s about looking at these two arsenals and expecting 5-4 hockey. Then,
as it unfolded in Toronto the first time they met, getting a 2-1 game with
an empty netter at the end.
If these two teams are truly contenders, we are afraid the 5-4 games will
grow fewer and further between.
“We can’t kill seven power plays a night against Toronto,” said Gulutzan,
“because then they get those top players on the ice so much. And they
think the same thing. So now the penalties become something that’s in
the back of every player’s mind.
“Nobody wants to be embarrassed. You’ve got these young guys who
are elite players in our league now, and they’re going to play hard against
other. So they’re going to play tight. In these three games, maybe one
will get away. But you can see it in these guys. They’re dug in to play
against each other. It’s a little bit (like) playoff hockey, and that’s why you
get the low scoring.”

“No, not really. Honestly,” assistant coach Glen Gulutzan said. “It’s great
that the fans see it as a (first place) series against Toronto. As coaches,
we saw this last series against Vancouver as a chance to get some
separation, and we see this next series against Toronto as a series for
first place. I don’t think it would matter who was in that spot, we’re only
four points behind.”

Barrie knows what the plan is. But he also knows everyone has a plan —
and then the game starts.

“First place is the goal — it doesn’t really affect us who it’s against,”
added Barrie. “There might be more buzz in the room if we're against,
say, Calgary? Where you have the pre-existing rivalry.

There are a lot of nice feelings in Edmonton these days. No matter who
is coming to town.

“We’re certainly not looking to give up five,” he said. “But if they do
happen to get a few, we know that we can score enough to win. Which is
a nice feeling.”

Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021

“We’re not unaware that Toronto is the centre of the hockey world, and
there will be a lot of focus (on these games). In our room, I don’t think it’s
too big of a deal.”
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In this three-game series, the Leafs get an Edmonton team that is,
clearly, mega-focused on its own game — a game which has left them as
the NHL’s hottest team. The Oilers have won 11 of 13; they’ve won eight
of nine; they’ve won five in a row.

Sportsnet.ca / NHL Rookie Notebook: Wild's Kirill Kaprizov leads rookie
scoring race

If you haven’t been watching closely, you may still look at the Edmonton
Oilers as a two-superstar outfit where the boat rises and falls with Connor
McDavid and Leon Draisaitl, the NHL’s two leading scorers. In reality,
they are a much, much better team than that.
In their past nine games they’ve allowed three or more goals only twice,
and one or fewer five times. The team's save percentage has climbed to
.909 after a 3-6 start, and its special teams are smokin’ hot.
Against Vancouver, the Oilers nursed a 1-0 second intermission lead to
the finish line, something an Oilers team has not been able to do for
years.
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Emily Sadler
February 26, 2021, 5:21 PM

Every week throughout the 2020-21 season, we're highlighting a handful
of rookie performances and milestones from around the league.
This week, we're checking the leaderboard to see who's atop the stat
sheet in several major categories.
GOALS: Pius Suter, Chicago Blackhawks (6)

CAROLINA HURRICANES
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The rebuilding Chicago Blackhawks remain one of the biggest surprises
of the 2020-21 season, their third-place position in the Central Division
standings defying pre-season expectations. Much of the club's success in
the first half of the year has been due to a strong -- and surprising -- crop
of rookies that includes forwards Pius Suter and Philipp Kurashev,
defenceman Ian Mitchell, and sudden star goaltender Kevin Lankinen.
Suter, 24, currently leads all rookies in goals with six. His first three came
in the same game for his first career NHL hat trick. He's also one of five
rookies to have scored an overtime winner -- perhaps ones of the
prettiest we've seen yet this season:

a backup behind Cam Talbot, he's certainly making a strong case to be
the No. 1...
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Sportsnet.ca / Jets prospect Cole Perfetti soaking in on-the-job training in
AHL

Suter is tied for third in goals and fourth in points among his Blackhawks
teammates.

tKen Wiebe

POINTS: Kirill Kaprizov, Minnesota Wild (15)

February 26, 2021, 9:25 AM

The Minnesota Wild have an absolute star in Kirill Kaprizov. While we
already knew that prior to the season -- his KHL resume made him an
NHL standout before he even took his first strides in North America -- the
23-year-old winger keeps finding new ways to wow us.
The NHL's assists (11) and points (15) leader among rookies also leads
all Minnesota teammates in those categories, too. Kaprizov's playmaking
has been on full display with passes like this:
But it's his skating and edgework that truly separates him from the rest
and puts him in elite territory:
POWER-PLAY POINTS: Josh Norris, Ottawa Senators (5)
The play of forward Josh Norris has been a bright spot in Ottawa. As the
Senators get acquainted with the young group of fresh faces in the
lineup, Norris has quickly become known as a power play specialist,
leading all rookies in points scored with the man advantage (2G, 5 Pts).
Fellow Senators rookie Tim Stützle also has a pair of power-play
markers, recently seeing time on the first PP unit.
AVERAGE ICE TIME: Mikey Anderson, Los Angeles Kings (21:24)
The Los Angeles Kings are on a roll, winning six straight games and
hoisting themselves out of the West Division's basement. While it's the
veterans who have been propelling this latest push, there are also some
rookies doing a little heavy lifting.

WINNIPEG - The significance of the moment was not lost on Cole
Perfetti, even if he didn’t grasp the enormity to its full extent in the
immediate aftermath.
To the untrained eye, it looks like a simple inter-change during a four-onthree power play, yet the subtleties located just below the surface is what
makes the sequence involving Perfetti and fellow Winnipeg Jets prospect
Ville Heinola so special.
Perfetti rolls off the right-wing boards to the point on the power play,
while Heinola quickly accelerates to push the penalty killer back ever so
slightly.
That split-second decision freezes the opponent and creates the small
window of space that allows Perfetti to perfectly place the pass in
Heinola’s wheelhouse for a blistering one-timer.
Not only did the marker represent the overtime winner for the Manitoba
Moose on Monday night against the Laval Rocket, it was also the first
power-play goal of the campaign for the Jets’ top affiliate.
There were the last two Jets first-round picks combining for the highlightreel tally, taking a bow on centre stage.
Oh, and did we mention that both of the players responsible for the goal
are 19 years old?

Defenceman Mikey Anderson has been excellent this season, and while
he's not at Drew-Doughty-ice-time levels just yet (who is?) he's playing
veteran minutes. His 21:24 average ice time per night is first among all
NHL rookies, second among Kings d-men, and third on the Kings behind
Doughty and Anze Kopitar.

It didn’t take long for the replay of the game-winning goal to show up on
social media, where it began to spread like wildfire.

SAVE PERCENTAGE: Kevin Lankinen, Chicago Blackhawks (.921)

“When I got to the hotel and saw some things on Twitter and got some
text messages, it was pretty cool,” Perfetti said from Montreal, where the
Moose are getting set for the third of four meetings in this series with the
Rocket. “To be feeding Ville one-timers with the Jets would be pretty
special. Maybe a little foreshadowing there, I don’t know.”

In addition to having the best win-loss record (8-3-3), Chicago
Blackhawks netminder Kevin Lankinen also has the best save
percentage (.921) of all rookie goalies this year. Of all the surprising
rookie performances this season, the 25-year-old Finn has got to be the
most unlikely hero as he grabbed hold of Chicago's starting job and is
backstopping the club back into contention. His numbers have him
currently ranked as the league's seventh-best goalie overall, while
ranking first among all netminders league-wide in... points? Yup -- he's
got two assists to his name.
GOALS AGAINST AVERAGE: Kaapo Kahkonen, Minnesota Wild (2.37)
Lankinen and Washington Capitals goalie Vitek Vanecek have played
more games, but Minnesota Wild netminder Kaapo Kahkonen is on a roll
and quickly gaining ground in goalie wins (he's 7-4-0 in 11 starts -- just
one win back of Lankinen and Vanecek).
Since Minnesota's return from an extended COVID-19 shutdown,
Kahkonen and the Wild have been nearly unstoppable. The rookie
netminder has a four-game win streak going and hasn't let in more than
two goals per game in that time, which has him atop the goals against
average standings among first-year goalies. After starting the season as

Surely, this was being viewed through the lens of many observers as a
sign of things to come.

Since the Jets made Perfetti the 10th overall selection in the 2020 NHL
Draft in October, he’s shown a maturity beyond his years in his dealings
with members of the media.
Not only is he polite, he’s insightful and genuinely enjoys talking about
the game.
In a normal season, Perfetti would have probably snuck into a couple of
exhibition games with the Jets, soaked in the experience of his first NHL
training camp and made his way back to the OHL’s Saginaw Spirit.
But with the OHL not yet up and running, the opportunity to get some
valuable on-the-job training with the Moose arrived and Perfetti is doing
his part to ensure it’s a valuable step in his goal to become an NHLer.
He’s not exactly dipping his toe in the water either, it’s more like a full-on
cannonball.
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Early in Moose training camp, head coach Pascal Vincent approached
Perfetti for a quick chat and the subject of what position he felt most
comfortable at was broached.

lot of weight and height on me, so I’m not going to win that puck battle
every time. But I feel like I’ve been making good reads and making good
plays.

“I told him that I’d played both for my entire life, but I prefer centre,” said
Perfetti, who played primarily on the wing for Team Canada at the recent
world juniors in Edmonton. “I feel like I can make more of an impact on
the game, come into the middle of the ice and get more puck touches.”

“It’s been a challenge going into the corners with some of these big guys,
but that’s what is helping me. To go up against guys this strong every
day, it makes you a better player. It makes you more aware and it
definitely makes you use your brain a lot more. It’s really been helping
me.”

Versatility is important, but locking in on one position gave Perfetti a bit of
a leg up when it came to focusing on his adjustment to the professional
game.
Hockey intelligence is a characteristic that comes to the forefront in any
conversation about Perfetti.
It’s been on full display through his first six AHL games.
“We’ll be talking about his hockey sense every time that we talk about
him,” Vincent said during a telephone conversation from Montreal. “Not
only with the puck - because he has real good vision, and he can read
plays before he gets the puck. He’s really good at having awareness of
what is going on around him, so when he gets it, he knows what the next
play should be, or should look like. But also defensively. Of course, there
are quite a few things we need to work on with him - and everybody - but
he understands pretty quick where he should be. It doesn’t always mean
that he’s winning those battles, where it’s a one-on-one along the boards
or it’s a race because physically, he’s so much younger than the players
that he’s playing against. But he’s in the right place. And if he’s not, we
tell him and the next time if he faces the same scenario, he will be in the
right place.
“His ability to understand and then execute at a high speed is pretty
fascinating to me. He’s a very bright man and when you talk to him, you
can tell. Playing at the pro level can be intimidating, but it doesn’t seem
like he’s nervous.”
Again, it’s important to remember that under normal circumstances,
Perfetti wouldn’t even be eligible for full-time AHL duty until the 2022-23
season.
Jeff Marek and Elliotte Friedman talk to a lot of people around the hockey
world, and then they tell listeners all about what they’ve heard and what
they think about it.
By that time (if not sooner), Perfetti is probably going to be knocking on
the door of making the Jets.
Whether or not he sticks around after training camp in 2021 is a debate
for another day, but what Perfetti is going through these days is certainly
going to serve him well on that front.
Perfetti has been thrust into a prominent role, playing on what is a top-six
line with Kristian Reichel and C.J. Suess and he’s being used in all
situations.
“He’s on our power play, he’s taking D-zone faceoffs at key moments in
the games,” said Vincent. “Five-on-six, six-on-five, four-on-three. We play
him against top lines and against top D-pairings, we play him in all kinds
of scenarios and we’re winning games. And he’s part of it. He’s
interesting to work with. I really believe that you can be big, you can be
fast, you can have all of the tools in the box, but if you don’t have the
brain, (the tools) will only last so long or it will limit your future success. If
you have the brain, you can do something. And he certainly has the
brain.”
Perfetti’s ability to process information quickly is something he’s leaning
on as he plays against many opponents with far more experience, not to
mention a physical advantage that comes with age.
“We’ve done a lot of video work over Zoom and when you watch your
game you can see what you’re doing, good and bad, and I think I’ve been
doing a really good job of being in the right position,” said Perfetti, who
has a goal and three points in six AHL games. “Some of these guys are
30-year-olds that have been in the league for 10 years and they’ve got a

Perfetti also got a glimpse of the taxing nature of the schedule as the
Moose played the Toronto Marlies four times over a five-day span last
week.
By the time Friday’s game arrived, the gas tank was a bit low, but Perfetti
found a way to persevere.
“With four games in five days, that’s hard in any league - even if it’s minor
hockey. It’s taxing on the body,” said Perfetti. “All of the guys were feeling
it. I had never had to go through that many games at this pace, but at the
same time I felt like I almost had an advantage because people say
you’ve got the young legs and you recover quicker.”
Perfetti isn’t sure how long it will be until the OHL comes to a decision on
the season, but he’s planning to soak in every bit of this pro experience
while it lasts.
“Not a lot of kids are getting this opportunity that normally we wouldn’t
get. This is all a bonus for me,” said Perfetti, who turned 19 on Jan. 1.
“I’m just trying to soak it in and use this to become not only a better
hockey player, but a better person and more of an adult.
*I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time.
“Just being able to learn the pro lifestyle and experience traveling with
the team, what the pro game is like and how to take care of your body.
All of that stuff is going to help me so much in the long run. It’s kind of
hard to explain how beneficial this is for me.”
The early returns are already showing up.
“It’s been a big adjustment,” said Perfetti. “Everything is that much faster
and stronger, but it’s been great for my learning and my development so
far. I can already tell how much of a better hockey player that I’ve
become. It’s just going to keep progressing on that track, hopefully, and
just keep going throughout the rest of the year.
“It’s really hard to score in this league, so the points aren’t coming as
easily or what I’m used to. But I was kind of expecting that. You’ve really
got to work and earn your (scoring) chances and points and stuff like
that.”
Still, the highlights have been plentiful through the first six AHL games,
including notching his first professional goal in his first game.
After the puck found the back of the net, Perfetti simply raised his stick in
the air.
There was no boisterous celebration to accompany it, but that didn’t
mean Perfetti wasn’t feeling a sense of jubilation on the inside.
“I love to score,” said Perfetti. “There have been some big moments
where I’ve cellied hard a couple of times, but it’s definitely different
without fans. It creates a different atmosphere and it just has a different
buzz and when you score, it has a different sense of energy and a
different reaction that I’ve noticed from everyone in this league so far.
(Bobby) Lynch took it to the net and it came out on a platter for me, so I
put it into the empty net.
“I do celebrate sometimes when it’s a big moment or a nice goal or
whatever, but for the most part, I put my hands up in the air. Nothing too
crazy. There are a couple of celebrations of mine out there where I go a
little nuts, but for the most part, just calm and collected is how I try and
do it.”
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As calm as he remained, Perfetti was happy to get that first goal under
his belt, so he didn’t get to the point of wondering when it might come.
“There’s a lot of anticipation to score your first goal and you want to do it
so bad,” said Perfetti. “You’re waiting for that moment and if you don’t
score in the first couple of games, maybe you start gripping your stick a
little bit. To get the first one out of the way, nice and early in the first
period, was good for my confidence. Kind of take the pressure off, so you
just play relaxed and go out and do your thing.”
Much like the connection he made with Heinola, Perfetti making a habit
of finding the back of the net and setting up his teammates is something
he’s hoping becomes a regular occurrence, both in the present and
definitely into the future.
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021
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Sportsnet.ca / Two questions Maple Leafs' Nylander should consider
after polarizing week

Justin Bourne
February 26, 2021, 8:31 AM

We begin this week’s episode of the William Nylander saga by evaluating
his play on Wednesday night, which saw him standing inches from
stopping a Flames’ player who scored what looked to be the gamewinning goal… then saw him tie the game before winning it in overtime
for the Toronto Maple Leafs. It was like watching the guy’s whole career
boiled down to a 20-minute span, which is almost entirely a compliment
given the results.
Nylander led the Leafs in shot attempts and actual shots, scoring
chances and high danger scoring chances, and -- of course -- goals in
that game. But two of those shots, chances and goals came with less
than one minute remaining in regulation, and I’m not convinced that if he
plays for a more hard-line coach than Sheldon Keefe (say, Keefe’s old
coach John Tortorella) the opportunity for Wednesday’s redemption
narrative is even there.
Through 11 games in February Nylander has seen over 17 minutes of ice
per game -- which I’d consider second-liner ice time and the bare
minimum expectation for a guy we consider part of a “Big Four” – just
twice, with the other nine games including a smattering of TOIs in the 1314 minute range.
His ice time hasn’t exactly screamed "coach's confidence" with some of
the issues apparently being battle level and engagement issues (more on
that further down). And, given his proximity to Andrew Mangiapane, the
Calgary player who put the Flames up 1-0 with 3:27 left on the game
clock, nobody would’ve batted an eye if Nylander were stapled to the
bench as the final sand dropped through the hourglass.
Keefe knows and trusts the player’s strengths though, so when the team
needed a goal he put him right back out there and was rewarded for that
trust. I assure you, that sounds more logical in print -- putting out a goal
scorer when you need a goal -- than in the real-life examples of how
these situations usually play out. It’s not uncommon to see a great
offensive player in the midst of an off-night watching from the bench as
their team works to find one more.
So let’s start here by looking at the Mangiapane goal given its relevance
to the “cons” side of the Nylander ledger, then get into the two questions
in the headline: "What are you doing if you aren’t scoring?" and "Does it
even matter if you score enough?"
Was Mangiapane’s Nylander's guy?

No … but eventually yes.
For starters, Elias Lindholm has the puck low in the Leafs zone, and both
Pierre Engvall and Travis Dermott have their eyes on him. A two-on-two
low is shaking out, and that’s half the battle of defending -- identifying
numbers, situations.
With Lindholm taking it low below the goal line where Dermott is, a switch
seems pretty obvious. Dermott and Engvall should be talking here, which
they clearly don’t in the video. Still, though, it’s not a hard read. Engvall
should hand off the puck carrier to Dermott -- who Lindholm is skating
towards -- and just grab Mangiapane. Simple.
Engvall gets caught staring at the puck though, and either doesn’t read
the switch or thinks he can disrupt the puck. Either way, it’s a poor
decision.
Yeah that’s a “nope.”
Now, in-zone hockey defending is about layers, which protects against
breakdowns by allowing some without a nuclear meltdown. When the
puck is below the goal line, you always want your weakside wingers
down below the hash marks in front of their own net.
Why? If the puck goes up to the points you can skate out at them and get
in lanes, block shots, and at worst, a shot comes from a distance. If
someone gets underneath you a la Mangiapane, well, this is what
happens. Weak-side wingers in the D-zone with the puck low no longer
prioritize the opposing D.
Nylander isn’t deep enough by some inches, and it allows Mangiapane to
capitalize on the seam that’s caused as Justin Holl -- who can’t be asked
to defend both in front of the net and the puck carrier -- tries to disrupt the
play below the goal line.
So yeah, I’ve got Nylander as one of the two players most responsible for
this goal against. He’s not covering anyone up that high and -- as always
-- let me bang the drum for defending people not areas of the ice. And
there’s clearly an open “people” there, Bill.
As I mentioned above though, Keefe doesn’t give up on him, he keeps
using him, and that allows us to get to the whole “microcosm of a career”
thing, where he scores, then scores an elite-skill goal to end the game.
So about my two questions -- and the crux of the polarizing Nylander
debates -- “What do you do when you’re not scoring?” and “Does it
matter if you score enough?”
I’ll start with the latter, and the answer to that is pretty close to “no.” Last
year Nylander scored 31 times in 68 games, which is over a 37-goal
pace for a full season. At that pace and higher -- particularly at the “and
higher” levels -- most coaches barely care what else you do, though
they’d never admit that. If you score every other game, you can show up
on video with regularity as the cause of chances against and teams will
still covet you, pay you and play you. They’ll live with that trade-off to
accomplish the hardest thing to do in hockey: get goals.
But if you want to be that borderline exempt player and the puck doesn’t
go in for you for a while, you’ll have to excuse the team and the general
public for no longer feeling comfortable with giving free passes where no
one else gets them. You don’t get to have different rules and not
produce. So, you ramp up the pressure on yourself when you play like
Nylander and goals dry up for a spell.
What’s frustrating about this arrangement for said teams and fans is it
just feels like it doesn’t have to be this way. I do not believe that the
things Nylander does that cause frustration -- the nights where he lacks
engagement, isn’t hard on pucks, and just misses coverages by a
quarter-step on the offensive side of things -- create goals for him. I truly
do not, and I’m not even sure he believes they do. If he came back
farther in the D-zone, he’d be just as able to create offence. If he spent
his energy reserves pursuing loose pucks he may be burnt out sooner
some shifts and have to change quicker, but he’d also unearth more
pucks and create more chances -- and in turn, get more shifts -- doing it.
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This all swings us around to “What do you do when you aren’t scoring?”
and guys like Ilya Mikheyev and Zach Hyman -- players you decidedly do
not want Nylander to be -- come to mind. But let’s just consider them for
a sec.

TSN.CA / Leafs wowed 'complete stud' Matthews produced despite
nagging injury

How many games does Hyman have to play without a goal before fans
are even aware of it? Is it 10? 15? Does anyone even care? Fans know
he has value without the offensive output. They see him disrupt puck
retrievals and breakouts, they see him battle at the net front and they see
his lines consistently playing in the offensive zone. Mikheyev is arguably
the most snake-bitten hockey player in the NHL and the team keeps
handing him good linemates and ice time within two shifts of Nylander’s
minutes per night because he has value without the offence.

Mark Masters

What the staff and fans and -- let's face it -- his teammates would love to
get from Nylander, is 10 per cent more of the great stuff they know he’s
capable of doing without the puck. It’s the stuff that isn’t always rewarded
and is therfore hard to keep after, but they’ve seen what he looks like
when he is dogged in his puck pursuit like the aforementioned Leafs
wingers.
Take it from his coach, as noted in this article by Luke Fox:
“It’s part of Will’s nature, at times, to not be as engaged as you’d like
him to be. And he needs a push. Sometimes it comes from me, but
sometimes it comes from himself as well. He’s a guy that is hard on
himself,” Keefe explained back in July.
Keefe tries to guide Nylander through positive reinforcement, showing
him clips not of his mistakes, but rather of shifts where he’s hounding the
puck with a strong stick and winning it back along the wall. He wants to
instill a sense of urgency.
“At times, he doesn’t even need to see the clips. He knows the
situations you’re talking about,” Keefe went on. “I showed him a number
of different clips where he was all over the puck and winning pucks back.
One very underrated thing about William is the way he can win pucks
back in terms of takeaways in the offensive zone; he’s right near the top
of the league in that regard.”
Here are some of those glorious Nylander clips Keefe is talking about:
So, he can do it.
The case here isn’t that he doesn’t put up good results when he doesn’t
score, because by most shot metrics -- including expected goals -- he’s
still among the top players on the Leafs even when the puck isn’t going in
for him. The case is that all those people believe he’s so good that the
numbers could be better if he gave them just a bit more of what we saw
in that video, because we know what it looks like when he’s not hard on
pucks and aggressive. Seeing a guy who can be so good just be OK can
be maddening. It feels like just “good” should be beneath him.
Nylander remains a great talent who’s a work in progress as a complete
player and a lightning rod as a result. That he continues to have enough
success to make him a valuable player at the NHL level probably just
makes it harder to convince him to play differently -- or even the same,
but just harder more regularly. But as he gets older and matures, I
suspect he’ll find if not a consistent level of compete, a more consistent
one.
In the end, he remains a Rorschach Test with fans seeing totally different
Images on the ice and every shift seems to drive that confirmation bias
deeper into the ground.
It’s a bird, it’s a plane, it’s William Nylander. He’s great, he’s flawed, he’s
whatever you already think he is.
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.27.2021
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TSN Toronto Reporter Mark Masters reports on the Maple Leafs, who
practiced at the Ford Performance Centre on Friday before travelling to
Edmonton to face the Oilers Saturday night in the first game of their
three-game set.
Auston Matthews missed Friday's practice due to a nagging injury.
"He's not ruled out for tomorrow," said head coach Sheldon Keefe. "We'll
have to see how he continues to progress."
The 23-year-old centre has played through the pain most of the season,
but aggravated the hand/wrist issue in the second period of Wednesday's
game against the Calgary Flames. Matthews didn't take faceoffs down
the stretch and didn't score, but still managed to produce two assists
while logging more than 22 minutes.
"While he had to adapt his game and I had to adapt how we used him a
little bit, he still competed his ass off right to the very end," Keefe said.
The coach pointed out that Matthews made a nice play to create space
for William Nylander before the overtime goal.
"It speaks to how he has remained resilient and hasn't allowed little
things like that to disrupt him," Keefe said. "With the injury situation, he
has missed a game once already and bounced right back and had a
tremendous run."
Matthews missed the Jan. 22 game against Edmonton, but promptly
scored in seven straight after that. He leads the NHL with 18 goals in 20
games.
"He's played through some stuff here all year long and he's been a
complete stud," said linemate Joe Thornton. "We'll see what happens
tomorrow. I'm really not sure what's going to go down."
"He's just a tough customer," said goalie Jack Campbell. "Whatever he's
going through, he always gives the team 100 per cent. It’s incredible
what he's able to do whether he's 100 per cent or not. I can't wait to get
back [and] to battle with him, that's for sure."
'Tough customer' Matthews misses practice, but not ruled out for
Saturday
Sheldon Keefe says Auston Matthews is day-to-day with a hand injury
after missing Maple Leafs practice on Friday. His teammates are hopeful
he'll be good to play against the Oilers but explain why it's next man up if
he isn't.
--If Matthews is unable to play on Saturday in Edmonton, Friday's practice
offered insight on what Toronto's lineup will look like. Thornton, who
missed the last two games with a lower-body injury, skated with John
Tavares and Mitch Marner.
"I felt great," the 41-year-old said. "I skated a little bit yesterday and
finally with the guys today so felt real good. I'm just looking forward to
playing another game."
Thornton and Tavares stayed out after the main practice ended to work
on some plays together.
"He just wants the puck all the time and I think that's a good sign,"
Thornton said. "He always wants to distribute and handle the puck and
he's not afraid of the puck coming to him so I like that. And, off the ice, a
real good guy, an easy guy to talk to and when he opens up he's a
surprising guy. It's nice."
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The second line featured Nylander, Alexander Kerfoot and Alexander
Barabanov.
"Barabanov has had two consecutive games where he has really been
generating offence and chances each shift virtually, it seems, that he is
out there while not hurting us defensively," Keefe said. "That is a positive
for his development."

--Out since suffering a leg injury on Jan. 24, Campbell had his own net at
Friday's practice. How's he feeling?
"I'm feeling great, thanks, and ready to go for sure," he said. "Just excited
to be back with the guys and happy I get to go on the road with the boys."

Joe Thornton returned to Maple Leafs practice on Friday, but he had a
new centreman in John Tavares, with Auston Matthews listed as day-today with a hand injury. Mark Masters has more on the new line as the
Leafs prepare for the Oilers on Saturday.

"Soupy does look good to go," Keefe said. "Today's practice was another
big one for him to get through. He has had a lot of positive days here
consecutively. It is looking good. As long as he gets through tomorrow
well, he'll start."

---

Frederik Andersen didn't take part in practice, but was on the ice
beforehand doing a workout with Campbell and goalie coach Steve
Briere.

Like on Tuesday, a good chunk of practice was dedicated to special
teams work. The once sizzling Leafs power play went 0-for-11 in two
games against the Flames.
What needs to happen to get the group back on track?
"Just more volume shooting," Thornton said. "Just funnel as many pucks
as you can to the net. This power play is so good and so dangerous.
Through the first 18 games it's been unbelievable so a little snapshot
shouldn't be worrisome."
Thornton served as the net-front presence on the top unit at practice with
Tavares in the bumper, Nylander and Marner on the flanks and Morgan
Rielly up top.

"He is continuing to progress," said Keefe. "Him making the decision that
he wanted to get on the ice and get a feel for things today is a positive
step. He will be on the trip. He continues to be day to day."
"It was a good session," said Campbell. "I didn't quite look at the clock,
but we put some work in and Stevey does a great job of preparing us and
making us feel really good and working on some plays we might see."
No doubt some of the prep featured Connor McDavid, who scored a
couple goals the last time Toronto played the Oilers.

Barabanov also got power-play reps on Friday as the net-front presence
on the second unit, which featured Kerfoot and Jason Spezza on the
flanks, Travis Boyd in the middle and T.J. Brodie as the quarterback.

"He's a heck of a player," said Campbell, who has only made one
appearance against the Oilers in his career. "I'm not sure how else to say
it. He's dangerous in all situations so definitely got to key in on him and
29 [Leon Draisaitl], but we have great guys on our side, too, so I'm really
confident on our team."

Leafs 3-in-3: Most concerning injury? Why is PP struggling?

The Leafs will play five road games in eight days starting on Saturday.

The Leafs are dealing with a flurry of injuries right now to key players.
Which one is the most concerning? TSN reporters Kristen Shilton and
Mark Masters offer their perspective on that and on what's ailing the
suddenly struggling power play. Plus, is William Nylander
‘misunderstood' as Zach Hyman suggests?

Jack Campbell says he's ready to go when called upon after missing
almost a month of action. The Maple Leafs netminder will join Toronto on
their upcoming road trip and is looking forward to getting back between
the pipes.

--Jake Muzzin practised with the team for the first time since breaking a
bone in his face on Saturday in Montreal. It was initially unclear whether
Muzzin was hit by the puck or by the stick of Canadiens forward Tyler
Toffoli.
"We're pretty sure it was the stick," the 32-year-old defenceman said.
"Me and Toff texted after and right away he said it was [his] stick. I
thought it was the stick too, but then the guys were trying to convince me
it was the puck."
There was immediate concern for Muzzin, who leads all Leafs blueliners
in hits and blocked shots.
"A little bit scary, I'm not going to lie," Muzzin recalled. "You get hit in the
face and you black out a little bit and then you see the blood coming. I
was just praying the eye was OK ... Shortly after, I was able to open my
eye a bit and see so that settled me down and I was able to find my way
to the bench. So, definitely a little scared for a minute there, but all good
now."

--Jimmy Vesey was an extra forward at practice and projects to be a
healthy scratch for the first time in his Leafs career on Saturday.
"He hasn't been able to make his mark and really claim his role and what
he is going to be able to bring on a consistent basis," Keefe said. "In
each game he has played, we have found positives in it. At the same
time, he is in a situation where we have had other guys who have come
into the lineup with a lot less opportunity and have found a way to make
an impact in the game positively, especially offensively."
Vesey only has two goals and one assist this season. He hasn't hit the
scoresheet in 13 straight games.
"He's in a situation where he's being challenged and pushed for his ice
time," Keefe said. "We do think he has been consistent and reliable
defensively. He has helped us on the penalty kill. We like him there. We
have found value in his game."
--Lines at Friday's practice:

Muzzin will need to wear a full face shield for the foreseeable future.

Thornton - Tavares - Marner

"It's not that bad, actually," he said. "Maybe some parts in the lower
[area] it's tough to see in your feet, but hopefully the puck isn't there
during games. I've never worn one. In junior we had cages and I never
had a bubble so it's the first time for me."

Barabanov - Kerfoot - Nylander

Muzzin, Thornton and Matthews are all listed as game-time decisions.
Jake Muzzin admits he was pretty scared when he was initially hit in the
face by Tyler Toffoli's stick, but he's thankful he didn't get hit in the eye.
Now he'll have to adjust to wearing a full shield, nothing he's had
experience with in the past.

Mikheyev - Engvall - Hyman
Petan - Boyd - Spezza
Sabourin, Galchenyuk, Vesey
Rielly - Brodie
Muzzin - Holl
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Dermott - Bogosian

According to Keefe, Andersen is “progressing well” from a lower-body
issue and will join the Leafs on their road trip, although there is no
timeline on when he might return. Michael Hutchinson had stepped in for
Toronto in its two games this week versus the Flames, going 1-1-0 with a
.927 save percentage.

Lehtonen - Marincin
Campbell
Hutchinson
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“It's [been] a tough process,” Campbell admitted of his road back to full
health. “But thankfully we have an amazing staff here and they just had it
all laid out for me. I feel really confident in my body and ready to go out
and perform whenever called upon.”

Kristen Shilton

Joe Thornton and Jake Muzzin are also expected to be back for
Saturday’s game, although Keefe cautions they too will be game-time
decisions. Both players were injured during last Saturday’s game in
Montreal – lower body for Thornton and a broken facial bone for Muzzin
– and missed the Leafs’ two games at home against Calgary, but were
able to practise fully on Friday.

While Auston Matthews has been busy pumping in a league-leading 18
goals through 20 games this season, the Maple Leafs’ star has also been
quietly battling a hand injury that was aggravated again in Wednesday’s
2-1 overtime win over Calgary.

Muzzin spent Friday’s practice testing out a new accessory for the first
time his career, sporting a full face shield that will be necessary to protect
his still-healing face. While there is some debate over how exactly the
injury happened, whether it was the follow-through of Canadiens’ forward
Tyler Toffoli’s stick that got him or the puck that went flying by as well,
Muzzin said the moments after it happened were unpleasant.

TSN.CA / Maple Leafs head west with injury issues

Matthews still stayed in for Toronto until the very end, and even assisted
on both William Nylander's game-tying goal and overtime winner.
“That just speaks to the fact that he's remained resilient and hasn't
allowed little things like that [hand problem] to disrupt him,” said head
coach Sheldon Keefe on a Zoom call following practice on Friday.
“He got banged up there in the second period, and while he had to adapt
his game and I had to adapt how we used him a little bit, he still
competed his [butt] off right to the very end. That's a good sign for the
fact we feel the injury isn't something that's going to slow him down too
much here.”
Officially, Matthews is listed as day-to-day and did not participate in
Friday’s on-ice session before the Leafs head west for a five-game road
swing against Edmonton and Vancouver.
Keefe said Matthews is not ruled out for their first of three meetings
against the Oilers on Saturday, and will be a game-time decision.
The 23-year-old previously missed one game for Toronto on Jan. 22 –
also against Edmonton – when his hand first became an issue. He
returned to pocket 16 goals and 26 points in the 15 games since.
During Wednesday’s tilt against the Flames, Matthews was sent into the
boards by defenceman Rasmus Andersson in the second period and had
his wrist taped up on the bench before play continued.
The state of his hand kept Matthews from taking many faceoffs for
Toronto down the stretch, and he didn’t start in overtime because Keefe
said Matthews wasn’t confident taking the defensive-zone draw (the
centre did win eight of the 12 faceoffs he took on the night).

“It was a little bit scary, I'm not going to lie,” Muzzin said. “When you get
hit in the face, you kind of black out a little bit and then you see the blood
coming, so I was just praying the eye was okay. If [something gets
broken], it is what it is, but when you get hit in the eye it can be pretty
bad. Shortly after I was able to open my eye a little bit and see, so that
settled me down a little bit but we’re good now.”
Knowing what awaits the Leafs in Edmonton, a return to full strength on
the back end couldn’t come at a better time.
Since beating Toronto 4-3 in overtime on Jan. 30, the Oilers have
collected more points than any team in the NHL, winning 10 of their past
12 and five straight going into Saturday night.
Connor McDavid and Leon Draisaitl have been the catalysts for
Edmonton outscoring opponents 49-29 in that stretch, and they now sit
one-two as the league’s top scorers (40 points for McDavid, 34 for
Draisaitl).
Meanwhile, Toronto’s own offence has gone cold, producing only one
goal in six regulation periods against Calgary this week while going 0-for11 on the power play. The Leafs are still atop the NHL standings though
at 15-4-2, and getting some key pieces back and healthy could be just
what they need for a reset.
“A team like Edmonton has played as good or better than anybody in the
league here the last while,” acknowledged Keefe. “But we feel like we've
been going pretty well as a team here and it's still real close. You can't
take any games or any days off and certainly this week that's going to be
the case going head-to-head."
TSN.CA LOADED: 02.27.2021

Matthews was out for the Leafs’ second overtime shift though, and
created space for Nylander to roof the winner over David Rittich.
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“He's a tough customer; we’re lucky to have him on our side,” said
goaltender Jack Campbell of Matthews. “Whatever he's going through,
he always gives the team 100 per cent and it's incredible what he's able
to do, whether he's 100 per cent or not so. I can't wait to get back to
battle with him, that's for sure.”

USA TODAY / In shorter NHL season, coaches can't escape the hot
seat: Here's who needs to step up

If all goes well, Campbell won’t have to wait long. The backup netminder
has been sidelined with a lower-body injury suffered in the waning
minutes against Calgary on Jan. 24, but barring any setbacks he will take
the cage again on Saturday in Edmonton.
That’s good news for Toronto’s goalie depth, which took a massive hit
when starter Frederik Andersen joined Campbell on the injured list
Monday.
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Mike Brehm, Jimmy Hascup Jace Evans

The Montreal Canadiens began the season with an offensive explosion
and a 7-1-2 record.
Since then, their goals dried up and they went into a 2-4-2 slide.
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And in a short season, that was enough for general manager Marc
Bergevin, who fired coach Claude Julien on Wednesday and replaced
him with interim coach Dominique Ducharme. (He lost his debut as the
top man behind the bench 6-3 on Thursday.)
"I just saw a pattern where I didn’t want to wait any longer," Bergevin told
reporters.
A rough stretch will become magnified during a 56-game season, with
less time to get back on track.
With that in mind, are there any other NHL coaches who could be feeling
the heat? USA TODAY Sports' experts weigh in:
Calgary Flames' Geoff Ward: It's easy to point to lower-rung teams such
as the New York Rangers or Detroit Red Wings, but Ward is facing a
different kind of pressure. Calgary added one of the top goalies on the
market, Jacob Markstrom, and defenseman Christopher Tanev during
the offseason and is operating close to the salary cap, further signaling it
fashions itself as a contender. But here we are, 21 games into the
season and the Flames are 9-10-2 following a 6-1 loss Thursday to the
cellar-dwelling Ottawa Senators, sitting in fifth in the all-Canada (North)
division after losing in the first round of the NHL playoffs in 2020. Ward
has already called a recent road trip "make-or-break" and Matthew
Tkachuk has called it a "huge, huge moment in our season," so it's easy
to see Ward's group must raise its play or changes could be made. —
Jimmy Hascup
Vancouver Canucks' Travis Green: Owner Francesco Aquilini tweeted
about two weeks ago that it would take time for the team to come
together in this unique season, he had faith in Green and GM Jim
Benning and had no plans to make changes. But the Canucks are losing
ugly. In three recent losses, they've blown two 2-0 leads and a 3-0 lead.
They were outmatched by the Toronto Maple Leafs, and are in a 2-9-2
slide after they were shut out 3-0 Thursday night by the Edmonton Oilers.
Personnel appears to be an issue as Jacob Markstrom, Chris Tanev and
Tyler Toffoli left in free agency. The Canucks look nothing like the team
that had a promising postseason in the bubble. — Mike Brehm
New York Rangers' David Quinn: Though generally competitive on a
night-to-night basis, the Rangers are just 6-8-3 on the season and seem
destined for more losing in the immediate future with leading scorer
Artemi Panarin out of the lineup. That situation, of course, is not Quinn's
fault, but Panarin's absence could reveal the biggest issue of Quinn's
tenure: the lack of development of the Rangers' young offensive players.
No. 1 overall pick Alexis Lafreniere has just two goals and no assists in
17 games while skating 14:33 a night. In a vacuum that's OK – Lafreniere
is just 19 years old and not every top pick puts up Auston Matthews-type
production right out of the gate. The problem for the Rangers, though, is
Lafreniere is not the only young forward who has struggled under Quinn.
As it pertains to the current squad, 20-year-old Kaapo Kakko, the No. 2
overall pick in 2019, has just two goals and one assist in 14 games this
season while skating 14:59 a night. The Rangers got great lottery luck to
draft these two talented players, but if the youngsters are going to play
with the big club this much the team needs to actually develop them. So
far, their production on the ice has not provided much evidence that
Quinn can take their careers to the next level – a particularly perplexing
issue given Quinn came to the NHL from the college game and is
ostensibly good working with young players. — Jace Evans
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