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Hurricanes, Predators have hockey history, all the way back to 1998
By Chip Alexander
It was Oct. 13, 1998. The game had ended, the Carolina
Hurricanes were angry about it, and it was time to write.
“Second verse, same as the first. Only worse. ...” the News &
Observer reported.
The Hurricanes, in their second game of the 1998-99
season, had lost to the Nashville Predators, 3-2, in what was
then called Nashville Arena.
Beginning their second season in North Carolina, the
Hurricanes were looking for a strong start. Instead, they
allowed three third-period goals in a 4-4 tie with Tampa Bay
in their opener in Greensboro, then followed with the loss to
the Predators.
Why worse? The Predators were an NHL expansion team in
their first season. The win over the Hurricanes was the first
for the new franchise. It was a first at home for the Predators,
who had lost their opener, and their first NHL points.
“There’s no excuse for it,” Canes defenseman Steve
Chiasson said after the game. “We’re a veteran team and
there’s just no excuse, none.”
The Canes recovered from what would be an 0-1-3 start that
season. They won the Southeast Division — Tampa finished
last — and gave the state its first NHL playoff team.

The Canes lost to the Boston Bruins in five games in the
opening round of the 1999 Stanley Cup playoffs. Chiasson
tragically would die in a traffic accident after the team
returned from Boston following Game 5.
Time passed. The Canes won the Stanley Cup in 2006. They
had other playoff teams in 2001, 2002 and 2009, reaching
the 2002 Stanley Cup finals, and are making their third
consecutive playoff appearance this season under head
coach Rod Brind’Amour.
The Predators reached the 2017 Stanley Cup finals, losing to
the Pittsburgh Penguins, They won the Presidents’ Trophy
for the first time in 2018, then were beaten by the WInnipeg
Jets in the second round of the playoffs.
Until this year, the Hurricanes and Predators have never
gone head-to-head in the playoffs. It took a pandemic, a
condensed season and a new Central Division, but the two
teams finally will face off in the opening round of the 2021
postseason. It’s another first.
History was made in October 1998. Will more be made this
year?
(Chip Alexander covered the 1998 Canes-Preds game in
Nashville for the News & Observer)
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In this strange Hurricanes season, bad feelings will come prepackaged in the playoffs
By Luke DeCock
Who, in the spring of 2001, cared about the New Jersey
Devils? David Puddy, maybe. Certainly not anyone around
the Carolina Hurricanes or any of their fans.
Then, Scott Stevens clobbered Shane Willis coming through
the neutral zone and stood up Ron Francis along the boards,
knocking both out of the first playoff series played at what is
now PNC Arena. Suddenly, everyone had an opinion about
the Devils, none of them good.
The Hurricanes got their revenge in 2002 — Francis
shrugged off Stevens to score the series-clinching goal —
and drove Martin Brodeur around the bend in 2006 and
produced an improbable Game 7 comeback in 2009.
It got a little weird: If the Hurricanes were in the playoffs, for
a while they were guaranteed to see the Devils.
And for that while, regular-season games against the Devils
had a little more spice. That can’t be conjured at will.
Rivalries aren’t imposed through marketing or geography.
They have to happen organically, and that almost always
happens in the postseason.
For years, people tried to make Canes-Caps happen as a
rivalry. It took seven brutal games in 2019 to take it to the
next level. The fact that every time Montreal visited during
the regular season a new Canes-to-Quebec rumor would
start north of the border had as much to do with surliness
over the Habs’ elimination at the hands of the Hurricanes in
2002 and 2006 as anything else.
Or take Buffalo. Please.
In the modern NHL, familiarity doesn’t breed contempt:
Elimination games do. Even if only among fans.
“People outside think more about, is there a rivalry?”
Hurricanes center Sebastian Aho said. “We’ll just go out
there and do our best and try to win some hockey games.”
But this year’s division-focused NHL is a throwback NHL,
back to the days when teams had to make it out of their
division first in the playoffs, when the divisions were more
than a way to organize the standings. If there was a lot of
fighting in the old Norris Division, it’s because those teams
really hated each other after eliminating one another year
after year.

Bob Probert and Joe Kocur and Stu Grimson and Al Secord
and Basil McRae weren’t avenging clean hits as the modern
code illogically insists, or putting on a show for their supper
like minor-league brawlers; their fights were bad blood
spilling onto the ice, too often literally.
Across the NHL, we may not have seen that kind of oldschool bare-knuckling this season, but tempers have
certainly flared as teams see the same teams over and over
again, and nobody else. All those years in the Southeast
Division never seemed to spark anything between the
Hurricanes and either of the Florida teams, but this season
certainly did. The April games the Hurricanes played at
Tampa Bay and Florida were chippy, to say the least.
The two last-season losses in Nashville raised the stakes,
and if the Hurricanes get past the Predators to face the
winner between those two, the bad feelings will come
prepackaged.
There may not be any history between the Hurricanes and
any of the teams they might play in the first two rounds, but
there’s more than enough enmity from the regular season to
spill over into the postseason.
“I think so,” Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour said. “Let’s
put it this way: after these series they will for sure.”
In that sense, it’s a partial shame the NHL will move away
from these divisions and this format as cross-border travel
becomes possible again. Keeping the playoffs within the
divisions was a throwback solution to a new problem, and it
should have the same consequences: more heated early
series, at the expense of overall competitive equity. (It’s
possible three of the four best teams in the NHL are in this
division, but only one will advance to the third round.)
This was never a long-term thing, but it had short-term
benefits as the NHL played its way through the pandemic.
Division play was more interesting in the regular season;
seeing the same teams over and over again didn’t get old
until the Hurricanes and Predators segued right into their
first-round series.
Who, in the spring of 2021, cares about the Predators or the
Lightning or the Panthers? More than there would be
otherwise, that’s for sure.
Whatever is going to happen next already has a head start.
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Stanley Cup tiers: Anonymous exec, coach, scout and player rate every playoff team
Craig Custance
This has the potential to be really fascinating. The
tournament for the Stanley Cup begins and we really have
no sense of how some of these teams match up against one
another. Sure, we know that Connor McDavid and Auston
Matthews are super good. But it’d be great if, you know, they
had played at least one game this season against any of the
league’s top 10 defensemen. More than ever, coaches,
players and executives have been laser-focused on the
division they’re competing against on a nightly basis.
“This is going to be different,” said one NHL coach this week.
“We know each other so well, you’re going to have to get to
know some other teams and the nuances of how you beat
certain teams. The pregame meetings we have now (against
division opponents) are almost pointless at this point. The
players should be able to run them now.”
It makes 2021 unique. And harder to predict. And a ton of
fun. For the third consecutive postseason, we’ve assembled
a panel to make some sense of it all. Our anonymous panel
includes a current NHL player, coach, executive, scout and
me. Because I like to vote in things. We asked everyone to
place each playoff team into a tier, with a Tier 1 team a
Stanley Cup favorite down to a Tier 5 team as one that
should start making offseason plans now. The results are
sorted, with their comments below.
Let’s dive in.

The exec: “They’re the scariest team. I don’t trust their
goaltending. To me, he’s a product of how they play and how
good they are. But I’ve seen them when they’re rolling and
they’re scary.”
The coach: “Everyone says the same thing about them —
can their goaltending hold up? But their numbers are top five
in the league. They’ve played extremely well. Health is a
question in any position, it’s not something you can plan for.
This team has such dynamic speed and talent, they’re a (Tier
1) all day long. They have special players at just about every
position. They transition the puck so quick, they attack so
quick. If somebody gets them out some way, it’s a minimum
six or seven games.”
Carolina Hurricanes
Average rating: 1.3
This team has skill, depth, coaching and complete buy-in
from the players. One concern that surfaced multiple times
was whether or not they have the physicality to grind through
a tough series against a bigger team. But mostly, people
really like the Hurricanes.
The exec: “I think they’re really good. Tampa is the team to
beat in the playoffs down there but Carolina is legit. They
have depth, a good back end. I don’t trust their goaltending.
When you get in a heavy series, there might be a concern. I
think Tampa has beef that will make it hard for Carolina.”

One of two perfect scores goes to the Golden Knights. This
has the feel of an elite team that has come close but is
driven to finish the job. Vegas’ biggest obstacle is the path to
the Stanley Cup Final. It’s going to be a gauntlet.

The coach: “They play such as smothering game. There’s
nights against this hockey club it’s hard to get shots, let
alone scoring chances. They’ve made some adjustments on
their power play and it’s got the ability to win games for them.
The balance on that team, positionally, is as good as you’ll
see in the league. Their team structure is almost automated,
everybody plays the same way. If you look at teams that
have success in the playoffs, it doesn’t matter who is out
there, every shift looks the same. It’s over and over again.”

The exec: “They’re as good as anybody if they’re healthy.”

Tier 2

The coach: “They’re as deep as any team. They have depth
in goal, which can be a real key factor. They’ve got playofftype performers, and I think this year, more than any, the
goal has been set that this is all they’re after. Pete DeBoer
does a great job. They play structured, they play fast, they
can play a physical game. As a playoff series grinds along,
they have that ability to grind you down. They have talent on
the back end. Their power play is a bit of an enigma for me.
Can it get rolling?”

Boston Bruins
Average rating: 1.7

Colorado Avalanche
Average rating: 1

The coach: “I really like the additions they made at the
deadline. Mike Reilly was playing really good hockey for the
Senators. He became a steady defender and bolsters the
depth of their D. Taylor Hall now gives them a legitimate
second line, so shutting down and matching up with the
Bergeron line is not as easy as it used to be. And you have a
third line that can cause some problems. They’re battletested. Have a great leader in Bergeron. Their PK is the best

Tier 1
Vegas Golden Knights
Average rating: 1

Our second perfect score went to the Avalanche. Even if you
aren’t in love with the goaltending, this team is so good
everywhere else that it’s forgivable. This is a powerhouse.

The addition of Taylor Hall gives this team a new dimension.
There was a lot of love for the Bruins among panelists, even
if there was a bit of a hesitancy to put them at the very top.
The exec: “I think Boston is the best team in the division now
that they’re healthy. If (Tuukka) Rask is healthy and invested,
that’s a game-changer.”
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in the league. They’ve balanced out their team as good as
anybody.”

Florida Panthers
Average rating: 1.9

The player: “I think Boston is good. Their D is questionable.
But they know how to win, which is crucial.”

One of the season’s biggest surprises, Florida takes on the
reigning champs in the first playoff series between the two
Florida teams. Joel Quenneville has done an incredible job
with this group.

Tampa Bay Lightning
Average rating: 1.7
This is the lowest rating the Lightning have slotted in this
exercise in the three years it’s been conducted. Health is the
biggest reason. Yes, the Lightning are getting their stars
back, but it may take a minute to click.
The exec: “They’re still the team to beat. They’ve got the
goalie and now they get their guys back for the playoffs. And
they have guys who can play in the trenches.”
The scout: “I think Florida has a good chance of upsetting
them in the first round. Tampa has not been good for a while.
But they know how to turn on the switch. Getting (Nikita)
Kucherov back is a big thing but can a player, after missing
the whole season, come back and make an immediate
impact? I don’t know. That’s a big question.”
The coach: “The reason they’re not a one for me is they’ve
got a lot of questions in terms of their star players coming in
at a point in the season where fitting into roles and finding
how that blends itself into a team game — it can be
disruptive. These guys have obviously been a part of the
team, been a part of winning, but there’s an adjustment for
players of that stature coming back to your lineup at that
point in time. Especially if you’re talking two of them. I like
their pace, the tenacity the team plays with and they’ve got
the best goaltender in the tournament. They get to play that
X-factor over and over again.”
Washington Capitals
Average rating: 1.8
Health, goaltending and depth concerns moved the Capitals
a bit down this list, but their size and experience are big
pluses this time of year.
The exec: “They’re Jekyll and Hyde for me. Health, T.J.
Oshie’s hamstring, Ovi’s back, I don’t trust their goaltending.
If they’re healthy, they’re good. They’re heavy. If they’re
healthy, it changes everything for me. Last year, they weren’t
really invested.”
The coach: “They’re a funny team. When they’re on, they
smother you and play a good, hard physical brand of hockey.
I don’t know if they play a fast brand of hockey. They’re a
group of guys that are tested. Their lead horses are going to
have to lead, there’s no question about that. They start losing
their matchups as you guys go deeper in their lineup. Over a
seven-game series, that depth has an effect. Can their young
goaltender hold up? We’ll see. The leadership they have is
something that can make up for some of that. They’ve got a
plus in leadership and can play a physical game.”
The player: “I think Washington is good. Their power play is
so potent with (Alex) Ovechkin, they’re still a (Tier 1). That
power play can win them way more games than they would
normally. If they can keep it somewhat close, that power play
can win for them.”

The exec: “It’s been a little bit smoke and mirrors, but they’ve
done a good job. On paper, they shouldn’t be that good, but
it’s one of those teams that everything has gone right for this
year. Aleksander Barkov is a star for sure. But with no
(Aaron) Ekblad, you can only go so far with that D corps. Q is
a great coach. He’s the best in-game coach there is.”
The scout: “Barkov might be the most underrated best player
in the league. He might be the best player in the league. If
you put him with Mitch Marner in Toronto or with (Leon)
Draisaitl in Edmonton he would equal (Auston) Matthews and
(Connor) McDavid. Look at who he plays with, he carries
those guys around the ice with him. It’s really amazing. No
hard feelings for (Carter) Verhaeghe or whoever else. He
literally carries the other four guys on the ice when he’s out
there. He just puts them on his back and goes.”
The coach: “The depth on the back end is a concern. I give
them a three in large part because they have to come
through Tampa Bay. That almost drops them down a notch
for me. I think Q has done an outstanding job. They have the
ability to score and they’ve got one of the best two-way
centermen in the league. Barkov has the ability to control
games by himself. That becomes a tough matchup for
Tampa.”
Toronto Maple Leafs
Average rating: 2.1
Everyone was completely comfortable saying this was the
best team in the North Division. But what that meant outside
that division is completely up for debate. The Maple Leafs
might be the biggest question mark of this tournament.
The exec: “I think they’ll come out of that group, but if you’re
talking about winning the whole thing, it’s a different game
when they come out of that division. Defensively,
goaltending, we’ll see.”
The scout: “Goaltending. I’m just not sure about it. It could be
above average, it could be below average. I don’t think many
people can tell you for sure, to be honest. Their defense, I’m
not totally sold on their defense. They have a good group of
forwards. They’ve mixed in their veterans. They’ve gotten
good results from that. But you have to have really good
goaltending, I just don’t know what to expect.”
The coach: “I’m going (Tier 2) because of the question mark
in net. Jack (Campbell) is an unproven goalie in the playoffs.
Freddie Andersen is unknown. … When they’ve needed to
turn it up, they’ve adopted a new style of play. They always
wanted to rush, outscore you. When they were rolling over
teams, they forechecked extremely well. They checked
extremely well. They can build on that process in the first
round.”
The player: “Toronto — they’re steamrolling teams in the
Canadian division. Guess what? I don’t think any of the
teams in the Canadian division are good. Any of them. They
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have no defense. How the fuck can they win the Stanley Cup
when they play no defense?… I just don’t think their forwards
care enough about defense to win. I don’t know if their goalie
is good enough to steal them a series. They’re good against
the Canadian division. I don’t think they’re actually good.”
Pittsburgh Penguins
Average rating: 2.3
As long as Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin are out there
trying to win a Stanley Cup, this team will have respect from
those around the league and will be taken seriously in an
exercise like this.
The exec: “I think they’re better than they were a year ago. I
don’t think they have the depth or goaltending to beat other
top teams.”
The coach: “Jeff Carter gives them scoring depth. They’ve
got some guys as secondary scorers who can play big roles
in the playoffs. That lends itself well to matchup problems for
your opponent. You have (Sidney) Crosby and (Evgeni)
Malkin, and I don’t know how many more runs they have left
in them. It seems like their D has really grown this year. They
have (Kris) Letang and some of the young guys, their level of
play has gone up. They’re really well-rounded.”
The player: “They’re OK. I think their D is a little suspect.
Their goaltending is a little suspect. Kris Letang is on the
downswing. Cody Ceci is meh, Mike Matheson is skilled but
does dumb things defensively, which will bite you in the ass
in the playoffs. I’m just very wary of that group in general.
The forwards are still a highly skilled, deep group.”
New York Islanders
Average rating: 2.4

McDavid can win any game by himself or a series by himself,
but eventually, you’ll get into the heavy teams and it’ll be a
challenge.”
The scout: “I don’t think they have the depth that Toronto has
… but Draisaitl and McDavid could carry a team for a while.
If their recent play continues in the playoffs, look out.”
The coach: “I will say this about their team: Mike Smith has
been outstanding this year. Nurse has played as close to
Norris Trophy-consideration hockey as I’ve seen. He’s been
a dominant force on the ice and on both special teams. He’s
played great hockey. So has Adam Larsson. They can shut
down top talent. … You used to think their depth was an
issue but that bottom six in their lineup checks so well, it
allows the game to get to the top six.”
The player: “They’re going to score goals but come playoff
time, when guys dial in the defense — especially outside the
Canadian division and I’m thinking big picture here — who is
going to win the Stanley Cup? If you look at it, who is going
to win, Colorado or Edmonton? It’d be Colorado every time.
Or Vegas. I just don’t know how deep they are offensively
and their defense is suspect past Nurse.”
Tier 3
Minnesota Wild
Average rating: 3
This Wild group has a different DNA than its predecessors.
Kirill Kaprizov provides a game-breaking element that hasn’t
existed. The Wild’s biggest issue may simply be the division
in which they compete.

The Islanders’ run last year is a reminder to never
underestimate a team that will defend, play as a group and is
willing to grind out a series.

The exec: “They could be a tough out. Their defense is really
good. They have secondary scoring now… They have
enough guys who have some experience that if they get the
goaltending they’re going to be tough to beat. And they play
well against Vegas.”

The exec: “They’re built for the playoffs. They’re heavy.
They’re going to make it miserable on teams. They’re good
defensively and well-coached. The division is loaded, there’s
no easy out. (Kyle) Palmieri hasn’t been great there but he’s
your typical trade deadline guy who doesn’t do anything in
the regular season who could score big goals in the playoffs.
That’s why they got him. They’re not easy to play against
and can wear you down.”

The coach: “They play an attacking game that I was really
impressed with. They continue to come at you and come at
you. The one thing I love about this team is the physical
depth they have. The fourth line with (Marcus) Foligno is one
that can make an impact on a series. I think that’s critical.
They have a real identity… they’ve transitioned to a fasterstyle game. As young and as aggressive as they play – I
don’t see them backing down.”

The coach: “Their game is not where it needs to be going in.
It seems like they’ve got pieces of their game and balance in
their ice time and roles that seem a little out of sorts right
now. They’re a stingy team and when you do that you give
yourself a chance. They’re going to play a grinding game.
Their goaltending has been outstanding. That’s a big boost
for them.”

Tier 4

Edmonton Oilers
Average rating: 2.4

The exec: “They lost their swagger. Without (Alex)
Pietrangelo, their D has struggled. They seem to be off to
me. I don’t even think they think they’re any good right now.”

You’ve heard all about Connor McDavid and Leon Draisaitl,
but don’t sleep on the impact of Darnell Nurse in the
postseason. But there are enough questions here to give
panelists pause.
The exec: “You have the two superstars up front, but they
don’t really have any depth. I don’t think they’re that good.

St. Louis Blues
Average rating: 3.7
This team isn’t all that far removed from a Stanley Cup run
but there weren’t a lot of panelists who had much faith they
could pull it off again.

The coach: “I just don’t know that they’ve got all the pieces
going at the same time. I haven’t seen a real dominating
stretch from their group that they can tie this thing together.
They’ve got some good championship experience to rely
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upon, I don’t think you ever discount that. Today’s game is
played so fast… I have concerns about them keeping up.”
Winnipeg Jets
Average rating: 3.8
This rating would have looked much different a month ago
but don’t discount the impact of a goalie like Connor
Hellebuyck in a playoff series.
The exec: “To me, they just lost their way. They look off.”
The coach: “I really like their centermen… they ask
Hellebuyck to carry a lot of weight. Ultimately, their top guys
are going to have to play extremely well. They’ve just been
ok here down the stretch. I don’t know if they’ve got the
depth on their back end to sustain any long run.”

might be the biggest factor on the whole team. Not
necessarily his play, just his presence. He’s one of the very,
very few guys — and you can like him or not — but his
presence on the bench with a team might be one of the
greatest presences in the league. He makes the fourth liner
better. He makes the guys on the ice when he’s out there
better. He makes the guy on the bench sitting next to him
better. Not to mention nobody wants to go in the corner and
play against him. He’s a big factor.”
The coach: “Gallagher is a critical component. How effective
he can be in the type of game he plays is a concern for me.
He’s the straw that stirs the drink on that team. He elevates
their level of play.”
Tier 5

Montreal Canadiens
Average rating: 4.3

Nashville Predators
Average rating: 4.6

A healthy Carey Price in the playoffs is a difference-maker.
Even if he hasn’t been great in the regular season, his
playoff track record is strong. Montreal is getting healthy and
the importance of Brendan Gallagher’s return can’t be
overstated.

This team probably isn’t going to win the Stanley Cup.

The exec: “If they’re healthy, they can give Toronto trouble, if
they get a couple saves. If Josh Anderson and guys like that
start going, Toronto guys don’t want to play through that shit.
I don’t have a lot of confidence in them but if they’re healthy,
I can see them going a little bit.”
The scout: “Gallagher plays such a hard game, if he’s not
100 percent, I don’t know how he can survive. (Shea) Weber

The exec: “They’ve had a good run here to get in. They
might be content to get there and be done.”
The scout: “I just don’t see it. I give them credit for fighting
their way through a pretty rough stretch. I would say Carolina
would be a heavy favorite in that series.”
The coach: They’ve had some outstanding goaltending carry
them through stretches, righted the ship and got them in the
playoff hunt. I just don’t know if they’re as deep as the teams
they have to come out against.”
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Hurricanes ready for first-round series with Predators
The two teams from neighboring states normally play in
different conferences, but this year’s season and playoff
format has them meeting in Round 1
By Cory Lavalette
RALEIGH — The Carolina Hurricanes won’t need a crash
film session to remind them about the systems and
tendencies of their opponent in the first round of the NHL
Playoffs.
After ending their season with two games in Nashville, the
Central Division champion Hurricanes will host the fourthplace Predators in Games 1 and 2 of their seven-game
series (dates and times to be determined).
The Hurricanes finished the truncated 56-game regular
season with a 36-12-8 record, good for 80 points, first place
in Central and home-ice advantage in at least the first two
rounds of the postseason.
The Predators (31-23-2, 64 points) were 13-17-1 after a
shutout loss in Florida on March 20 and looked like they
were on their way to being a deadline seller and rebuilding.
Then they reeled off six straight wins as part of an 18-6-1
record over the final 25 games of the season to hold off
2019-20 Stanley Cup finalist Dallas and earn a date with
Carolina in the first round.
The winner of the series will face the team that advances
from the Battle of Florida matchup between the Central
Division’s other two qualifiers, the Panthers and the
defending Stanley Cup champion Lightning.
Nashville was winless in its first six games against Carolina
this season, but the Predators clinched their playoff berth
with a 3-1 win over the Hurricanes on Saturday and followed
that with a 5-0 win Monday in a game in which both teams
rested many of their regulars.
Here is a breakdown ahead of the first playoff matchup
between the usual cross-conference foes.
Forwards
The Predators get most of their front-line scoring from
players 26 and older, but it’s youngsters Eeli Tolvanen (11
goals), Luke Kunin (six goals in his last nine games) and
Tanner Jeannot (five goals in 15 games) that will need to
produce if Nashville is to have a chance.
On the whole, the Preds have a balanced attack — no
forward has more than 13 goals and Filip Forsberg’s 32
points leads the way — that includes hulking Ryan
Johansen, opportunistic Calle Jarnkrok, shifty Mikael
Granlund, streaky Viktor Arvidsson and familiar Erik Haula.

Carolina counters with six forwards who have more points
than Forsberg, led by Sebastian Aho’s 57. The Hurricanes
also have back Teuvo Teravainen, who played just 21
games this season due to a concussion.
Edge: Hurricanes
Defense
It will be a matchup of two of the best defenses in hockey.
Roman Josi, the captain and last year’s Norris Trophy
winner, leads the team in every which way, but he’s not
alone on the Preds’ blue line. Mattias Ekholm and Ryan Ellis
round out a top three as good as any, and Nashville has
some physical options in Ben Harpur and Erik Gudbranson.
If healthy, Carolina’s defense is even better. Dougie
Hamilton is among the league leaders in scoring from the
back end, while Brett Pesce and Brady Skjei have made a
formidable shutdown pair. The question mark is Jaccob
Slavin, who left Saturday’s game against the Predators and
did not play Monday. If he’s unable to play, it will drastically
change the outlook of the series.
Edge: Even
Goaltending
In name recognition, the Predators have an edge with Juuse
Saros — a potential Vezina Trophy finalist with a 2.28 goalsagainst average and .927 save percentage — and the aging
but legendary Pekka Rinne.
On paper, however, it’s Carolina’s two top goalies who have
been elite.
Alex Nedeljkovic leads the league in goals-against average
(1.90) and save percentage (.932), while Petr Mrazek’s
numbers are nearly as good (2.06, .923) despite him being
limited to 12 games this season due to injury.
Edge: Even
Special Teams
Entering Tuesday night’s games, the Hurricanes ranked
second in the NHL on the power play (25.6%) and third on
the penalty kill (85.2%). Comparatively, Nashville’s power
play has converted at a 17.6& rate (24th) and the penalty kill
is third-worst in the league at 75.4%. Enough said.
Edge: Hurricanes, by a lot
Intangibles
The Predators have a lot of players who like to get under
their opponents’ skin, and that can make a difference in a
long playoff series. But the Hurricanes have added more
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sandpaper this season with the additions of Cedric Paquette
and Jani Hakanpaa, and Jordan Martinook had seven hits
Monday in his first game back from injury.
Carolina also has a frontrunner for coach of the year in Rod
Brind’Amour, while Nashville’s John Hynes has made the
playoffs just twice in seven seasons behind an NHL bench,
compiling a 2-7 postseason record.
Edge: Hurricanes

The series
Nashville has had a good second half of the season, but let’s
not overlook the obvious: The Predators won just a
combined seven games this year against the Central
Division’s three other playoff teams, and a pair of them were
against Carolina in the last two games when the Hurricanes
were already in rest-and-prepare mode.
The Hurricanes are just too good for the Predators, and this
one should mercifully be over quickly.
Prediction: Hurricanes in 5

Why Rod Brind'Amour Deserves the Jack Adams Award
Brind'Amour led the Canes to 80 points, division title in 202021



Brind'Amour captured his 100th win as head coach
in his 173rd game, the fastest coach to reach the
century win mark in franchise history and the 12th
fastest in NHL history



Brind'Amour is the first coach in franchise history to
earn a playoff berth in his first three seasons and is
the only coach in franchise history to win at least
one playoff round in back-to-back seasons



Brind'Amour is the only coach in franchise history to
win at least one playoff round in back-to-back
seasons

By Michael Smith
First thing's first: Rod Brind'Amour should be in the Hockey
Hall of Fame.
That this is even still a discussion point in 2021 is puzzling,
but that's another column for another day.
This piece is about another deserving honor for Brind'Amour:
the Jack Adams Award for "the NHL coach adjudged to have
contributed the most to his team's success." In layman's
terms, that's the NHL coach of the year, which is voted on by
the NHL Broadcasters' Association, and for the 2020-21
season, Brind'Amour is a worthy recipient for that award.
The argument could have been made for Brind'Amour to
receive recognition in either of his first two seasons as head
coach of the Carolina Hurricanes, especially in 2018-19,
when he led the team to a second-half resurgence and its
first playoff berth in a decade.
Now, though, is the time for Brind'Amour to receive his due,
and there is no better choice for the Jack Adams Award this
year, something that 17 of 28 NHL general managers polled
by The Athletic agreed with.
Let's dive right into the stats.



The Canes finished with a 36-12-8 record and 80
points in 56 games, which ranked first in the Central
Division and will rank, at worst, fourth in the NHL



The Canes won a division title for the first time since
2005-06



Brind'Amour owns the best points percentage (.631)
by a head coach in franchise history

Pretty solid resume, right?
If that's not enough, here's what his players have to say.
Vincent Trocheck: "He's been incredible. I can't really say
enough great things about Roddy. He's been awesome to
play for, one of my favorite coaches to play for ever. He
brings passion to the game. He's a great player's coach. He
makes sure we're all prepared every night. Even just coming
into the locker room before the game giving his pregame
speeches, it seems like every night he has something new to
fire us up. Every game, like how does he keep doing it? He
comes in here and makes me want to run through a brick
wall night in and night out. He's been awesome."
Sebastian Aho: "He's honest. He can be tough, but he's fair.
You know he can expect players to work for him because he
does that for the players. He probably puts the most work in
of any coaches. He's a great leader for us. … You ask every
player on our team and any people in our organization, and
they could say [he deserves the award]. His impact for this
organization and team and individuals is huge. The work he
puts in and the leadership, the whole culture is pretty much
him. It's been awesome having him as a coach for the past
three years."
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Nino Niederreiter: "He's definitely a terrific coach. We're very
fortunate to have him. The whole coaching staff prepares us
very well for each and every game. There's no doubt he
should be in consideration for what he has done since he's
been here."
Brady Skjei: "He's an unbelievable guy first. He's a guy you
want to play for and a guy you want to win for. He treats
everyone with respect. If I had a vote, I'd definitely pick him."
Warren Foegele: "I don't think it's just this year. The last
three years he's been unbelievable. You can see how every

single guy on this team rallies behind Rod. It's an absolute
pleasure to play for him. We all respect him so much."
Jordan Staal: "He's been an unbelievable coach since he
started. … He's a very good person, a great coach and a
great role model. The details of coaching are there, as well.
He knows how to push guys. He understands the game
because he played the game. He has the respect of the
room. He's got everything. It showed this year in how we
played in a group for him."
That about says it all, no?

Super 16: Golden Knights No. 1 in final NHL.com power rankings of season
Avalanche move up; Hurricanes, Lightning fall
By Dan Rosen
The Vegas Golden Knights are No. 1 in the final NHL.com
Super 16 power rankings of the season.
The Golden Knights, No. 1 for a fourth straight week, were
ranked first by eight of the 14 participating staff members.
The Colorado Avalanche, who moved up one spot to No. 2,
were ranked first by four voters, and the Carolina Hurricanes
received the other two No. 1 votes.
The Hurricanes dropped one spot to No. 3.
The same 16 teams from last week are ranked this week.
They are the 16 teams that will compete in the Stanley Cup
Playoffs, which begin Saturday.
To create the NHL.com power rankings, each of the 14
participating staff members put together his or her version of
what they think it should look like. Those were submitted and
a point total assigned to each.
The team that was selected first was given 16 points, second
got 15, third 14, and so on down to No. 16, which got one
point.
Here is the Super 16:
1. Vegas Golden Knights (40-14-2)
Total points: 217
Last week: No. 1
The Golden Knights have not used the same goalie in backto-back games since Marc-Andre Fleury played March 25
and 27. Fleury and Robin Lehner each started 12 games
since March 29.
2. Colorado Avalanche (38-13-4)
Total points: 205
Last week: No. 3

Samuel Girard returned Wednesday after the defenseman
missed six games with a lower-body injury. Nathan
MacKinnon (undisclosed) missed the game Wednesday and
won't play in the regular-season finale against the Los
Angeles Kings on Thursday, but the center should be ready
for the start of the playoffs.
3. Carolina Hurricanes (36-12-8)
Total points: 200
Last week: No. 2
The Hurricanes were 6-0-0 against the Nashville Predators
before losing two to them to end their season after they
clinched first place and the top seed in the Discover Central
Division. Carolina will play Nashville, the No. 4 seed, in the
Stanley Cup First Round.
4. Florida Panthers (37-14-5)
Total points: 177
Last week: No. 5
The Panthers enter the playoffs on a six-game winning
streak and were 11-2-1 in their last 14 games. They scored
at least four goals in each of the six games, including at least
five goals in four.
5. Tampa Bay Lightning (36-17-3)
Total points: 169
Last week: No. 4
The Lightning lost their last three games by a combined 143, including the final two to the Panthers (5-1 and 4-0). They
will play the Panthers in the first round but could look like a
different team with forwards Steven Stamkos, Nikita
Kucherov and Ondrej Palat, and defensemen Victor
Hedman, Ryan McDonagh and Jan Rutta all possibly
returning for Game 1.
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6. Pittsburgh Penguins (37-16-3)
Total points: 149
Last week: No. 6
Jeff Carter scored five goals against the Buffalo Sabres in
the last two games of the regular season, including four in an
8-4 win at Pittsburgh on May 6. The forward scored nine
goals in 14 games after he was acquired in a trade with the
Kings on April 12; he scored eight goals in 40 games for Los
Angeles. The Penguins are the No. 1 seed in the
MassMutual East Division and play the No. 4 New York
Islanders in the first round.
7. Toronto Maple Leafs (35-13-7)
Total points: 141
Last week: No. 7

goals, 15 assists) in the nine games, with at least two points
in each game.
12. New York Islanders (32-17-7)
Total points: 68
Last week: No. 12
The Islanders were 92.9 percent on the penalty kill (39-for42) in their last 19 games and 83.7 percent for the season.
They play the Penguins in the first round. Pittsburgh was
23.7 percent on the power play.
13. Nashville Predators (31-23-2)
Total points: 56
Last week: No. 13

Frederik Andersen made 24 saves for the Maple Leafs on
Wednesday. The 4-3 overtime loss to the Ottawa Senators
was his first game since March 19; he missed 23 with a knee
injury. Toronto, the No. 1 seed in the Scotia North Division,
plays the Montreal Canadiens in the first round.

The Predators were 11-16-1 and sixth in the eight-team
Central, 10 points behind the fourth-place Chicago
Blackhawks, on March 13. They went 20-7-1 to finish their
season and play the Hurricanes in the first round. Juuse
Saros was 16-6-1 with a 1.90 goals-against average, a .941
save percentage and three shutouts during the run.

8. Washington Capitals (36-15-5)
Total points: 119
Last week: No. 8

14. St. Louis Blues (26-20-9)
Total points: 48
Last week: No. 14

Although forward Alex Ovechkin played in the regularseason finale Tuesday, a 2-1 win against the Boston Bruins,
their opponent in the first round, the Capitals enter the
playoffs with health issues. T.J. Oshie is considered day to
day with a lower-body injury and the forward did not play
Tuesday. Forward Evgeny Kuznetsov is on the NHL COVID19 protocol list. Capitals coach Peter Laviolette said goalie
Ilya Samsonov also is in COVID-19 protocol. Defenseman
John Carlson missed the last two games with a lower-body
injury.

Blues forward Vladimir Tarasenko returned to the lineup
Wednesday after missing four games and six of seven with a
lower-body injury.

9. Minnesota Wild (35-15-5)
Total points: 111
Last week: No. 9

16. Montreal Canadiens (24-21-11)
Total points: 16
Last week: No. 15

The Wild are 7-1-2 in the second game of a back to back this
season and play the second of a back to back and their final
regular-season game against the St. Louis Blues on
Thursday.

The Canadiens should have several key players back for
Game 1 against the Maple Leafs, including goalie Carey
Price (concussion), defenseman Shea Weber (upper body),
and forwards Phillip Danault (concussion) and Brendan
Gallagher (hand). Jonathan Drouin (leave of absence) is not
expected to return.

10. Boston Bruins (33-16-7)
Total points: 107
Last week: No. 10
Taylor Hall scored 14 points (eight goals, six assists) in 16
games since the Bruins acquired the left wing in a trade with
the Sabres on April 12. He scored six more goals in 21 fewer
games with the Bruins to close the regular season than he
did with the Sabres before the trade.
11. Edmonton Oilers (35-18-2)
Total points: 89
Last week: No. 11
The Oilers are the No. 2 seed in the North Division and will
play the No. 3 Winnipeg Jets in the first round. Edmonton
was 7-2-0 against Winnipeg in the regular season, winning in
regulation each time and outscoring the Jets 34-22.
Edmonton center Connor McDavid scored 22 points (seven

15. Winnipeg Jets (29-23-3)
Total points: 29
Last week: No. 16
The Jets became the last team to clinch a playoff berth when
they defeated the Vancouver Canucks 5-0 on Tuesday. It
was their second win in 11 games (2-9-0) since April 17.

Others receiving points: Dallas Stars 2, Ottawa Senators 1
Dropped out: None
HERE'S HOW WE RANKED 'EM
AMALIE BENJAMIN
1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Colorado Avalanche; 3.
Carolina Hurricanes; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Pittsburgh
Penguins; 6. Washington Capitals; 7. Tampa Bay Lightning;
8. Toronto Maple Leafs; 9. Boston Bruins; 10. Minnesota
Wild; 11. Edmonton Oilers; 12. Nashville Predators; 13. New
York Islanders; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Winnipeg Jets; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
TIM CAMPBELL
1. Colorado Avalanche; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3.
Carolina Hurricanes; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Tampa Bay
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Lightning; 6. Pittsburgh Penguins; 7. Toronto Maple Leafs; 8.
Edmonton Oilers; 9. Washington Capitals; 10. Boston Bruins;
11. New York Islanders; 12. Minnesota Wild; 13. Winnipeg
Jets; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Nashville Predators; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
BRIAN COMPTON
1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Florida Panthers; 3. Colorado
Avalanche; 4. Carolina Hurricanes; 5. Washington Capitals;
6. Minnesota Wild; 7. Tampa Bay Lightning; 8. Pittsburgh
Penguins; 9. Toronto Maple Leafs; 10. Edmonton Oilers; 11.
Boston Bruins; 12. Nashville Predators; 13. New York
Islanders; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Montreal Canadiens; 16.
Winnipeg Jets
NICHOLAS J. COTSONIKA
1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Colorado Avalanche; 3.
Carolina Hurricanes; 4. Toronto Maple Leafs; 5. Tampa Bay
Lightning; 6. Pittsburgh Penguins; 7. Florida Panthers; 8.
Minnesota Wild; 9. Washington Capitals; 10. Boston Bruins;
11. Edmonton Oilers; 12. New York Islanders; 13. St. Louis
Blues; 14. Nashville Predators; 15. Winnipeg Jets; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
TOM GULITTI
1. Colorado Avalanche; 2. Carolina Hurricanes; 3. Vegas
Golden Knights; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Toronto Maple Leafs;
6. Tampa Bay Lightning; 7. Minnesota Wild; 8. Pittsburgh
Penguins; 9. Washington Capitals; 10. Boston Bruins; 11.
New York Islanders; 12. Edmonton Oilers; 13. Nashville
Predators; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Winnipeg Jets; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
ADAM KIMELMAN
1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Carolina Hurricanes; 3.
Colorado Avalanche; 4. Tampa Bay Lightning; 5. Florida
Panthers; 6. Boston Bruins; 7. Pittsburgh Penguins; 8.
Toronto Maple Leafs; 9. Washington Capitals; 10. Edmonton
Oilers; 11. Minnesota Wild; 12. Nashville Predators; 13. St.
Louis Blues; 14. Winnipeg Jets; 15. New York Islanders; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
ROBERT LAFLAMME
1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Carolina Hurricanes; 3.
Colorado Avalanche; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Tampa Bay
Lightning; 6. Pittsburgh Penguins; 7. Washington Capitals; 8.
Toronto Maple Leafs; 9. Minnesota Wild; 10. Boston Bruins;
11. New York Islanders; 12. Edmonton Oilers; 13. Winnipeg
Jets; 14. Nashville Predators; 15. St. Louis Blues; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
MIKE G. MORREALE
1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Tampa Bay Lightning; 3.
Colorado Avalanche; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Carolina
Hurricanes; 6. Toronto Maple Leafs; 7. Pittsburgh Penguins;
8. Washington Capitals; 9. Boston Bruins; 10. New York
Islanders; 11. Minnesota Wild; 12. Edmonton Oilers; 13. St.

Hurricanes vs. Predators playoff preview

Louis Blues; 14. Nashville Predators; 15. Montreal
Canadiens; 16. Winnipeg Jets
TRACEY MYERS
1. Carolina Hurricanes; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3.
Colorado Avalanche; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Tampa Bay
Lightning; 6. Pittsburgh Penguins; 7. Washington Capitals; 8.
Toronto Maple Leafs; 9. Minnesota Wild; 10. Boston Bruins;
11. Edmonton Oilers; 12. New York Islanders; 13. Nashville
Predators; 14. Winnipeg Jets; 15. St. Louis Blues; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
BILL PRICE
1. Carolina Hurricanes; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3.
Colorado Avalanche; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Tampa Bay
Lightning; 6. Toronto Maple Leafs; 7. Pittsburgh Penguins; 8.
Minnesota Wild; 9. Washington Capitals; 10. Boston Bruins;
11. New York Islanders; 12. Edmonton Oilers; 13. Nashville
Predators; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Winnipeg Jets; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
SHAWN P. ROARKE
1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Carolina Hurricanes; 3.
Colorado Avalanche; 4. Tampa Bay Lightning; 5. Pittsburgh
Penguins; 6. Toronto Maple Leafs; 7. Edmonton Oilers; 8.
Florida Panthers; 9. Boston Bruins; 10. Minnesota Wild; 11.
St. Louis Blues; 12. Nashville Predators; 13. Washington
Capitals; 14. New York Islanders; 15. Dallas Stars; 16.
Ottawa Senators
DAN ROSEN
1. Colorado Avalanche; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3.
Carolina Hurricanes; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Pittsburgh
Penguins; 6. Tampa Bay Lightning; 7. Minnesota Wild; 8.
Boston Bruins; 9. Toronto Maple Leafs; 10. Edmonton Oilers;
11. Washington Capitals; 12. St. Louis Blues; 13. Nashville
Predators; 14. New York Islanders; 15. Winnipeg Jets; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
DAVID SATRIANO
1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Florida Panthers; 3. Carolina
Hurricanes; 4. Colorado Avalanche; 5. Tampa Bay Lightning;
6. Pittsburgh Penguins; 7. Toronto Maple Leafs; 8.
Minnesota Wild; 9. Washington Capitals; 10. Boston Bruins;
11. Edmonton Oilers; 12. Nashville Predators; 13. New York
Islanders; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Montreal Canadiens; 16.
Winnipeg Jets
MIKE ZEISBERGER
1. Colorado Avalanche; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. Tampa
Bay Lightning; 4. Carolina Hurricanes; 5. Florida Panthers; 6.
Toronto Maple Leafs; 7. Pittsburgh Penguins; 8. Washington
Capitals; 9. Boston Bruins; 10. New York Islanders; 11.
Minnesota Wild; 12. Edmonton Oilers; 13. Nashville
Predators; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Winnipeg Jets; 16.
Montreal Canadiens
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Central Division champions could be tested against goalie
Saros in first round
By Tracey Myers
The first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs features 16 teams
in eight best-of-7 series, which start May 15.
Today, NHL.com previews the Stanley Cup First Round
between the Carolina Hurricanes and Nashville Predators.
NO. 1 CAROLINA HURRICANES VS. NO. 4 NASHVILLE
PREDATORS
Hurricanes: 36-12-8, 80 points
Predators: 31-23-2, 64 points
Season series: CAR 6-2-0; NSH 2-5-1
Game 1: A date has not been announced.
The Hurricanes and Predators will meet in the Stanley Cup
Playoffs for the first time.
Carolina won the Discover Central Division, its first division
title since 2006, when it finished first in the Southeast
Division and went on to win the Stanley Cup. And though the
Hurricanes had a 13-game point streak (9-0-4) late in the
regular season (April 15-May 6), coach Rod Brind'Amour
said they will use the time leading up to the series to work on
their game.
"We have to get the tempo up," he said. "We haven't
practiced in a month, haven't had a real practice where I can
push the guys, get our pace back. To me, the last two weeks
you could see it. Once we clinched (on April 27), I could see
we got off the gas a little bit. So we need to get back that.
We're going to have some time to do that, hopefully get back
to playing the way we've got to play."
The Predators turned around their season to finish fourth in
the eight-team division and clinch its final playoff berth. They
were 8-11-0 and tied for sixth in the Central on Feb. 26 but
went 23-12-2 the rest of the way, qualifying for the playoffs
for the seventh straight season.
The Predators lost their first six games against the
Hurricanes this season but won the final two to end the
regular season Saturday and Monday, outscoring them 8-1
after being outscored 23-9 in the first six.
"The goals are one thing, but I think our process has been
good," Nashville forward Matt Duchene said. "Everyone's
committed to playing hard. We're a four-line team, we roll
four and everyone is expected to play the same way and
have the same criteria. That's an adjustment for a lot of us,
but a lot of guys are making that commitment, and I think the
last two games speak volumes."
GAME BREAKERS
Hurricanes: Sebastian Aho led them with 57 points (24 goals,
33 assists) in 56 games. The forward scored 18 power-play
points (seven goals, 11 assists), tied for first on the
Hurricanes with forward Vincent Trocheck and defenseman
Dougie Hamilton. He also tied Trocheck with a Carolina-high
seven power-play goals and led the Hurricanes with seven
game-winning goals.

Predators: Filip Forsberg missed 17 games from March 27April 27 with an upper-body injury but is healthy. The forward
scored 32 points (12 goals, 20 assists) in 39 games this
season and is a dynamic player who has scored 49 points
(26 goals, 23 assists) in 65 playoff games.
GOALTENDING
Hurricanes: They have three reliable goalies in Petr Mrazek,
Alex Nedeljkovic and James Reimer. Mrazek, who missed 31
games after having surgery on his right thumb in February,
was 6-2-3 with a 2.06 goals-against average, .923 save
percentage and three shutouts in 12 games, all starts.
Nedeljkovic was 15-5-3 with a 1.90 GAA, .932 save
percentage and three shutouts in 23 games, all starts.
Reimer was 15-5-2 with a 2.66 GAA and .906 save
percentage in 22 games (21 starts).
Predators: Juuse Saros was a big reason for their success in
the second half of the season. He is 16-6-1 with a 1.90 GAA,
.941 save percentage and all three of his shutouts since
March 18, when he returned after missing seven games with
a lower-body injury. For the season he was 21-11-1 with a
2.28 GAA and .927 save percentage in 36 games (35 starts).
Pekka Rinne was 10-12-1 with a 2.84 GAA, .907 save
percentage and two shutouts in 24 games (21 starts).
NUMBERS TO KNOW
Hurricanes: Carolina's special teams were strong this
season, but especially so against Nashville. The Hurricanes
converted at 34.6 percent on the power play and 88.9
percent on the penalty kill against the Predators, exceeding
their regular-season numbers in each category (25.6 percent
on the power play, 85.2 percent on the penalty kill).
Predators: They scored 151 goals this season, last among
the 16 teams that qualified for the playoffs. Defenseman
Roman Josi led Nashville with 33 points (eight goals, 25
assists) in 47 games, the fewest points among leading
scorers on playoff teams.
X FACTORS
Hurricanes: Carolina signed unrestricted free agent Jesper
Fast to a three-year contract Oct. 11 for his speed and
penalty killing. The right wing, playing on the third line with
left wing Warren Foegele and Jordan Staal, scored 19 points
(six goals, 13 assists) in 46 games, played on both special
teams and scored an NHL career-high four power-play points
(one goal, three assists). He had one assist on the power
play in his previous seven seasons.
Predators: Eeli Tolvanen got his biggest opportunity with
Nashville this season, and the rookie forward didn't
disappoint. Tolvanen scored 22 points (11 goals, 11 assists)
in 40 games and was third on the Predators with 12 powerplay points (six goals, six assists) behind Josi (14) and
Forsberg (13). The 22-year-old earned a spot on the top line
at right wing with Forsberg and center Ryan Johansen.
THEY SAID IT
"There's a lot of tough things about [winning the Stanley
Cup]. It's a grueling two months and you've got to get a little
lucky, stay away from injuries, be at your best every night,
and I think you have to have the belief that you can do it. We
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have all those things. It's just a matter of putting it all
together. It can happen this year, and it's worth shooting for.
I think we have the group to do it." -- Hurricanes captain
Jordan Staal, who won the Cup with the Pittsburgh Penguins
in 2009
"It's been a lot of hard work by a lot of people. In the regular
season, you're not competing for the Stanley Cup. You're
competing to give yourself a chance to get in the playoffs,
then you're competing for the Stanley Cup. I think we've
earned our way to the situation we're in, but now is not the
time for satisfaction. It's important to stay on the gas here.
You come into the second season, and that's what our focus
is." -- Predators coach John Hynes
WILL WIN IF …
Hurricanes: They stick with what's worked for them all
season. They are effective at heavily pressuring opponents,
forcing turnovers and turning them into offense. Carolina also
gets production throughout its forward lines, something that
will be needed against Saros.

Brady Skjei -- Brett Pesce
Jake Bean -- Jani Hakanpaa
Petr Mrazek
Alex Nedeljkovic
Scratched: Jake Gardiner, James Reimer, Joakim Ryan,
Drew Shore, Max McCormick
Injuries: Brock McGinn (upper body), Cedric Paquette (lower
body)
Predators projected lineup
Filip Forsberg -- Ryan Johansen -- Eeli Tolvanen
Calle Jarnkrok -- Mikael Granlund -- Luke Kunin
Nick Cousins -- Erik Haula -- Matt Duchene
Yakov Trenin -- Colton Sissons -- Tanner Jeannot
Roman Josi -- Ryan Ellis

Predators: Saros remains hot. They don't score a lot, so the
Predators will need him and their defense to be in top form.

Mattias Ekholm -- Alexandre Carrier

HOW THEY LOOK

Juuse Saros

Hurricanes projected lineup

Pekka Rinne

Andrei Svechnikov -- Sebastian Aho -- Teuvo Teravainen

Scratched: Matt Benning, Erik Gudbranson, Brad
Richardson, Michael McCarron, Jeremy Davies

Nino Niederreiter -- Vincent Trocheck -- Martin Necas
Warren Foegele -- Jordan Staal -- Jesper Fast
Jordan Martinook -- Steven Lorentz -- Morgan Geekie
Jaccob Slavin -- Dougie Hamilton

Ben Harpur -- Dante Fabbro

Injured: Luca Sbisa (lower body), Mark Borowiecki (upper
body), Mathieu Olivier (lower body), Viktor Arvidsson
(undisclosed)
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2021 NHL playoff bracket preview: First-round matchups, series picks
By Emily Kaplan and Greg Wyshynski
After the NHL staged a 24-team, bubble-based tournament
to determine the Stanley Cup winner in 2020, we're back to a
more traditional 16-team event in 2021 -- with a significant
twist.
The first two rounds of the 2021 playoffs will be
intradivisional. After a winner is crowned from the four
divisions, the "final four" will be rebracketed based on their
regular-season records, with No. 1 taking on No. 4 and No. 2
facing No. 3. The winners of those series will square off in
the Stanley Cup Final.
That could result in some dream matchups for the Cup -Bruins-Maple Leafs anyone? -- but before we get there, it's
time for eight divisional series to kick things off, starting on
Saturday.
How will the matchups play out? Let's take an in-depth look
at each first-round matchup and make our picks for which
teams will advance.
Note: Emily Kaplan previewed the East and Central, while
Greg Wyshynski did the honors for the North. West
matchups will be found here once those series are finalized.
Advanced stats are from Hockey Reference, Natural Stat
Trick and Evolving Hockey
East Division
No. 1 Pittsburgh Penguins vs. No. 4 New York Islanders
Regular-season series: 6-2, Penguins.
First line: It's been a running theme throughout Sidney
Crosby's career of just how many linemates he's had, but
Crosby, Jake Guentzel and Bryan Rust are a well-oiled
machine at this point. In 822:55 minutes together this
season, they have outscored teams 71-37 with a 61.1%
expected goals for percentage. In New York, the top line is
not as defined. Mathew Barzal and Jordan Eberle have seen
a rotating cast of wingers, with Barry Trotz turning to Leo
Komarov often. Barzal and Eberle are solid but can't keep up
with the production of Pittsburgh's trio. Advantage: Pittsburgh
Forward depth: Thanks to additions of Jean-Gabriel Pageau
in 2020 and Kyle Palmieri and Travis Zajac in 2021, the Isles
are deeper than they have been recently at forward. There's
not much dropoff on New York's middle lines, as they all play
with a similar identity. But the Penguins still have more
punch throughout their lines, including enviable center depth
with Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, Jeff Carter and Teddy Blueger
down the middle. Advantage: Pittsburgh
Defense: The Islanders are known for their defensive
structure -- often playing in low-scoring games, with forwards
always coming back to help on the backcheck -- but they
also have a true No. 1 pairing in Adam Pelech and Ryan
Pulock. In more than 775 minutes together at 5-on-5, the duo

have a 59.96% expected goals for percentage, per Natural
Stat Trick. The Penguins have scored 3.25 goals per game
against New York this season, much better than most teams.
Pittsburgh has been buoyed by surprise performances from
Mike Matheson and especially Cody Ceci. The Penguins
have a solid defense, but not quite as strong as New York's.
Advantage: New York
Goaltending: The Islanders' tandem of Semyon Varlamov
and Ilya Sorokin have the third-best 5-on-5 save percentage
in the league (.931), which is about what you'd expect from a
team coached by Barry Trotz and Mitch Korn. It is more
surprising to see the Penguins' duo of Tristan Jarry and
Casey DeSmith ranking sixth in the same category (.925).
Health can be a concern, as both Jarry and DeSmith were
banged up toward the end of the season. The Penguins say
they'll be fine for the postseason, but it's still something to
monitor. Also, Jarry has played in only one career
postseason game, while Smith has zero. Advantage: New
York
Coaching: This matchup pits two of the best bench bosses in
the game against each other. Barry Trotz and Mike Sullivan
are Stanley Cup winners, though Trotz has had more recent
success, winning the Stanley Cup in 2018 (with the Capitals),
earning the Jack Adams Award as coach of the year in 2019
and taking the Isles deep in the bubble last summer. Sullivan
did a wonderful job with the injury-riddled Penguins this
season, but given that Pittsburgh has won only one
postseason game over the past two years, the edge goes to
Trotz. Advantage: New York
Health: The Islanders' biggest loss is captain Anders Lee,
who has been out since March (ACL). Lee won't be back for
the postseason, but New York added Palmieri and Zajac at
the deadline to help replace him. The Penguins have been
dealing with injury issues all season but seem to be getting
healthy at the right time. Malkin returned to get four regularseason games in (and notched four assists). Defenseman
Matheson and forwards Brandon Tanev and Evan Rodrigues
were all injured the past few weeks as well but are trending
for returns. Advantage: Pittsburgh
Special teams: The Penguins have a top-five power play
(23.7%), while the Islanders are 21st (18.8%). The Penguins
are bottom-six in penalty kill (77.4%), which is where the
Isles thrive, finishing in the top six (83.7%). Over the past six
weeks, the Isles have allowed just four power-play goals in
43 opportunities (90.7%). Advantage: Even
Series pick: Islanders in seven. While the Penguins' speed
could present challenges for New York -- as it did in the
regular season -- the Islanders' defensive structure thrives at
this time of year. It's now a yearly tradition: discounting the
Islanders until they go on a playoff run that forces you to pay
attention.

CAROLINA HURRICANES
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 13, 2021
No. 2 Washington Capitals vs. No. 3 Boston Bruins
Regular-season series: Tied, 4-4.
First line: The Capitals trot out Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas
Backstrom on their top line. In the playoffs, it wouldn't be a
surprise to see Tom Wilson on their right wing, or Anthony
Mantha. When Backstrom and Ovechkin have been on the
ice together this season, they have outscored teams by 14
goals. Ovechkin had been nursing a lower-body injury toward
the end of the season but should be OK for the playoffs.
Against most teams, the Caps would have an edge on the
top line, but the Bruins have arguably the best trio in the
entire league in Brad Marchand, David Pastrnak and Patrice
Bergeron. In more than 783 minutes together, they have
outscored teams by 29 goals and have a 73.23% expected
goals for percentage. You don't need to know fancy stats to
understand that is quite good. Advantage: Boston
Forward depth: The best pickup for any team at the trade
deadline was Boston landing Taylor Hall for a second-round
pick. The 2018 Hart Trophy winner helped Boston
supplement its forward depth, scoring eight goals in 16
games, which is more than he had in 37 games with the
Sabres. Yet bottom-six production -- and lack of 5-on-5
scoring -- was a recurring issue for Boston all season.
Washington also got a trade deadline addition in Mantha,
who has been solid, with eight points in 14 games, albeit not
as productive as Hall. Washington's forward depth, overall, is
stronger than Boston's. A guy like Daniel Sprong could be
sneaky-impactful for Washington this postseason.
Advantage: Washington
Defense: In a season when the Bruins' defense was
supposed to regress -- thanks to significant turnover -- it
didn't really. Credit young players for stepping up, but also
Charlie McAvoy for owning the No. 1 role. McAvoy's
performance so far against the Caps, where he was often
paired against Washington's top players, should inspire
confidence. When McAvoy was on the ice against Ovechkin
at 5-on-5, the Bruins outscored Washington 5-0 and had a
plus-12 edge in shot attempts. Washington has a more
veteran-led blue line, including longtime Bruins captain
Zdeno Chara manning the third pairing. The Capitals'
defense might not be the X factor in many games, but it also
won't lose them many games either. Advantage: Even
Goaltending: Tuukka Rask has played 93 career playoff
games, and that type of experience typically matters this time
of year. He posted a .913 save percentage in the 2021
season but was limited to only 24 games because of injury.
He should be rested heading into this postseason. If he
stumbles, the Bruins will turn to 22-year-old rookie Jeremy
Swayman, who earned the backup role with a .945 save
percentage and two shutouts in 10 starts. Speaking of
inexperience, the Caps' tandem is two youngsters: Ilya
Samsonov and Vitek Vanecek. Though they performed well
enough to persuade GM Brian MacLellan not to acquire a
veteran goalie at the deadline, it's important to remember the
Caps initially signed Henrik Lundqvist this season because
they figured they would need insurance. Advantage: Boston
Coaching: Peter Laviolette and Bruce Cassidy are two of the
best in the game. Laviolette has the Stanley Cup (with the
Hurricanes, in 2006), but Cassidy has familiarity with his

team. The Caps were feeling out Laviolette to begin the
season, adjusting to a new system -- which is predicated on
getting defensemen involved and more pucks to the net.
Meanwhile, Cassidy has been coaching this group since
2016, including 55 playoff games and a trip to the Stanley
Cup Final in 2019. Advantage: Even
Health: Boston had to shuffle its lineup quite a bit this season
due to injuries and COVID-19 absences. However, it should
enter the playoffs with a mostly intact roster. Charlie Coyle
missed the final four games with an upper-body injury, but
Cassidy said he should be cleared for Game 1. Keep an eye
on Ondrej Kase, who returned from a 52-game absence only
to exit the season finale against Washington. His status is
unknown. Both Boston (Kevin Miller) and Washington
(Michal Kempny) have a regular defenseman who is out for
the season. With the Caps, Ovechkin was resting toward the
end of the season thanks to a minor injury, which also might
have been precautionary. John Carlson and T.J. Oshie might
also be nursing minor injuries. Advantage: Even
Special teams: The Bruins had the second-best penalty kill in
the league this season, operating at 86%. It's going to be a
treat watching it operate against Washington's usually potent
power play -- where Oshie and Ovechkin have combined for
22 power-play goals -- which is third in the league at 24.8%.
Washington's penalty kill is also very good, ranking fifth in
the league. The Bruins have the league's ninth-best power
play. Advantage: Even
Series pick: Caps in seven. When Washington hired
Laviolette ahead of the season, it wanted to light a fire under
the group and instill urgency. This series is going to be a
tight one. The last time these two met in the postseason, in
2012, there were seven one-goal games.
Central Division
No. 1 Carolina Hurricanes vs. No. 4 Nashville Predators
Regular-season series: 6-2, Hurricanes.
First line: Teuvo Teravainen missed a bulk of the season as
he recovered from a concussion, but now he's back. In his
absence, his regular linemates Sebastian Aho and Andrei
Svechnikov posted a 56.00% expected goals for percentage.
With Teravainen -- who had three goals in his first five
games back -- they're even stronger. Aho had 16 goals and
37 points over his final 33 games. Meanwhile, Filip Forsberg,
a staple on Nashville's top line, had 32 points in 39 games -which made him the Predators' most productive forward this
season. Top center Ryan Johansen's production has dipped
from 0.80 points per game two years ago to 0.46 points per
game this season. Advantage: Carolina
Forward depth: The Hurricanes have enviable depth. Six
players outside of their top line hit double-digit goal totals.
They live in a world where all four lines can feasibly score,
but to coach Rod Brind'Amour's identity of hard-nosed
hockey. The line of Martin Necas, Nino Niederreiter and
Vincent Trocheck (57.89% expected goals for percentage)
could feasibly operate as Nashville's top line. The Predators
have finally inserted young players into the lineup. Tanner
Jeannot, Mathieu Olivier, Eeli Tolvanen and Yakov Trenin
have proved that the Preds do have some talent in the
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pipeline, but they're just not as seasoned as Carolina's
group. Nor as talented. Advantage: Carolina
Defense: Here's where the Predators finally can go toe-totoe with the Canes. Nashville boasts a top four featuring
Mattias Ekholm, Ryan Ellis and reigning Norris Trophy
winner Roman Josi. They've made life easy for Alexandre
Carrier, a rookie who earned a bigger role midway through
the season, and has played mostly with Ekholm. The Canes
also have elite defenders. In more than 766 minutes at 5-on5, Dougie Hamilton and Jaccob Slavin have tilted the ice with
a plus-19 differential in goals and plus-57 delta in highdanger chances, per Natural Stat Trick. On the second
pairing, Brett Pesce has quietly been outstanding for the
Canes, with nearly the same expected goals for percentage
at 5-on-5 as Hamilton. Advantage: Even
Goaltending: The passing of the torch is finally happening in
Nashville. After starting every game in the 2020 bubble,
Juuse Saros had 14 more starts than Pekka Rinne this
season. The 38-year-old Rinne's contract expires this
summer, and he is likely done in Nashville -- where he will be
remembered as the greatest player in franchise history thus
far. The Predators are comfortable starting either goalie, but
Saros (.945 save percentage at 5-on-5, best among goalies
with at least 15 starts) is the No. 1 option. Right behind
Saros on that 5-on-5 save percentage list is Carolina rookie
Alex Nedeljkovic, who has emerged as a pleasant surprise
and supplanted James Reimer as the Canes' No. 2;
Nedeljkovic might even be Carolina's No. 1 at this point. Petr
Mrazek has been excellent, but missed two months in the
middle of the season with a thumb injury. Advantage:
Nashville
Coaching: The Predators went on a remarkable run to even
make it to the playoffs, going 19-7-1 since March 15. Coach
John Hynes deserves some credit there, but so do the
players. Rod Brind'Amour is a favorite to win the Jack Adams
as Coach of the Year in 2021, as he had the Canes
operating on a high level for the entire season. He has also
recently taken this team on a run to the Eastern Conference
finals in 2019. Advantage: Carolina
Health: Viktor Arvidsson missed the final five games of the
season, though Nashville lists him as "day-to-day" with an
upper-body injury. The Predators activated Olivier from
injured reserve before the end of the season, and while
Dante Fabbro and Colton Sissons were banged up, they
appear to be ready for the series. The Canes had Brock
McGinn and Cedric Paquette sidelined with injuries toward
the end of the season. After missing eight games, forward
Jordan Martinook got a regular-season game in and should
be good for the playoffs. Advantage: Even
Special teams: The Canes have the second-best power play
in the league, trailing only the Oilers, clicking at 25.6%. Six
players have double-digit power-play points, with Aho,
Trocheck and Hamilton leading the pack with 18 apiece.
Nashville's penalty kill is third worst in the league (75.4%), so
this is a mismatch. The Canes have the third-best penalty kill
in the league, while Nashville's power play ranks 24th -another sizable mismatch. Advantage: Carolina
Series pick: Hurricanes in five. The Predators shouldn't be
discounted, but we need to look at this matchup for what it is:

a fringe playoff team versus a deep and talented squad that
has looked strong all season and captured the division crown
from the defending Stanley Cup champions.
No. 2 Florida Panthers vs. No. 3 Tampa Bay Lightning
Regular-season series: 5-3, Panthers.
First line: Florida's top line is all about Aleksander Barkov,
one of the best two-way players in the game -- but really, just
one of the best players in this game. He could get some love
in the MVP voting this season, after scoring 26 goals and 58
points in 50 games. Carter Verhaeghe and Anthony Duclair
likely flank Barkov. While they are great complements,
they're not necessarily game-breakers.
The Lightning are expected to welcome both Nikita Kucherov
(out all season) and Steven Stamkos (out the last month)
back to the lineup. Kucherov should probably slide back to
the top line with Ondrej Palat and Brayden Point, a trio that
was dynamite in last year's playoffs, combining for 85 points
in 25 games. Assuming Kucherov is fully healthy and as
dynamic as usual, the Lightning should have the edge here.
Advantage: Tampa Bay
Forward depth: When the Lightning won the Stanley Cup last
year, they were lauded for their trade deadline acquisitions of
Blake Coleman and Barclay Goodrow. Both were revelations
on Tampa Bay's third line. Florida might have made its own
shrewd move this time around. Sam Bennett has been a
seamless fit since coming over from Calgary, specifically
thriving alongside Jonathan Huberdeau. In more than 106
minutes at 5-on-5 together, the duo has a whopping 73.62%
expected goals for percentage, outscoring opposing teams
10-1. Bennett's arrival slid players down the lineup and only
strengthened the bottom six (which has some decent
players, including Nikita Gusev, whose performance has
improved after a forgettable stint in New Jersey). Advantage:
Florida
Defense: When Aaron Ekblad was lost for the season,
Florida's defensive outlook appeared much more gloomy.
Then MacKenzie Weegar stepped up, showing he can play
as a true No. 1 too. Around him, Florida's defensmen have
all leveled up, including Brandon Montour, who looks revived
after coming over in trade from Buffalo. On paper, the
Lightning should have a big edge, but injuries are a concern
for two of their top defensemen, Victor Hedman and Ryan
McDonagh. David Savard hasn't yet made the impact Tampa
Bay had hoped, but he was acquired to make a difference in
the playoffs, and he still can (and has the experience). Given
the strides Erik Cernak and Mikhail Sergachev continue to
make, the Lightning's group is stronger overall. Advantage:
Tampa Bay
Goaltending: The Panthers might have committed $70 million
to Sergei Bobrovsky, but the Lightning have the best goalie
in the game, full stop. Andrei Vasilevskiy looks like he will
win his second Vezina Trophy in three seasons (he has
finished as a finalist in each of the past four seasons) after
going 31-10-1 with a .925 save percentage. Vasilevskiy's
backup, Curtis McElhinney, doesn't inspire much confidence,
but the Lightning don't expect to use him much anyway.
Vasilevskiy can be a workhorse, and he will be.
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For Florida, it's a bit more complicated. The Panthers
created a "goaltending excellence department" this season,
headed by Roberto Luongo, and have seen 26-year-old
Chris Driedger totally overachieve. They also signed their top
prospect Spencer Knight, and after posting four wins and a
.919 save percentage in four starts, the 19-year-old could be
an X factor. Bobrovsky has played well enough lately to earn
the start in this series, but Florida has options if he falters
early. Advantage: Tampa Bay
Coaching: Typically, Joel Quenneville -- a three-time Stanley
Cup winner, who ranks second all time in coaching wins,
behind only Scotty Bowman -- is the automatic choice here.
Plus, he has this Panthers group overachieving, despite
modest expectations, and very well could win the Jack
Adams Award. But Jon Cooper is one of the best in the
game right now, the man Canada is likely to tap as its 2022
Olympic coach. Oh, and he led nearly this exact group to a
Stanley Cup last year. Advantage: Even
Health: There's a laundry list of injury issues for the
Lightning. Hedman's health is of concern, especially after a
precipitous drop off in performance to end the season.
Sportsnet reported Hedman (lower body injury) is putting off
surgery until the offseason. Stamkos (lower body injury) has
been out since April 8 and is hopeful to be ready for the
series, but it's troubling to hear him say all of his injuries are
somewhat connected. He has had procedures now on his
knee, leg and core. Goodrow is out indefinitely with an upper
body injury. McDonagh and Palat are also nursing injuries,
while Jan Rutta is on injured reserve. And bear in mind that
while Tampa expects Kucherov back, he hasn't played in a
game since last summer.
Florida is in better shape. Verhaeghe (upper body injury)
missed 13 games but got a regular-season game in before
the playoffs. Previously banged-up Bennett, Patric Hornqvist
and Huberdeau all looked poised for Game 1, also. The
Panthers are hoping to have Ekblad back at some point this
postseason, but it's iffy for this series. Advantage: Florida
Special teams: Not a huge difference between the power
play for the Panthers (20.5%) and the Lightning (22.4%),
though Kucherov's presence could be an X factor. Since
entering the league, Kucherov is top 10 in power-play points
-- and that's despite missing this entire season. The
Lightning's penalty kill is marginally better than the Panthers'
(84.2% versus 79.8%). Advantage: Tampa Bay
Series pick: Lightning in seven. The Panthers were one of
the best stories of the 2021 season, and have all the right
pieces in place to have sustained success. But Tampa Bay
has already been through its growing pains; its time is now.
As long as health holds up, the Lightning should win this.
North Division
No. 1 Toronto Maple Leafs vs. No. 4 Montreal Canadiens
Regular-season series: 7-2, Maple Leafs.
First line: When Zach Hyman returns to the lineup, he should
reunite with Auston Matthews (40 goals in 50 games) and
Mitch Marner (1.24 points per game) to form one of the
NHL's best lines. In 35 games this season, the trio had a
64.9% expected goals percentage. Their offense was the

Leafs' best defense, too: Toronto goalies had a .932 save
percentage when the line was on the ice.
The Canadiens are also hoping to get their top line healthy
again, as Brendan Gallagher (fractured thumb) and Phillip
Danault (concussion) could reunite with Tomas Tatar. That
line had a nice 69.0% expected goals percentage with
outstanding underlying defensive numbers. It can't be
stressed enough how important Gallagher is to this team:
They were 17-9-9 with him and 7-11-0 without him. The
Habs' trio is great. The Maple Leafs' top line has a
generational goal-scoring savant. Advantage: Toronto
Forward depth: John Tavares and William Nylander hold
down the second line for Toronto, with trade deadline
addition Nick Foligno joining them. Riley Nash, Alex Kerfoot
and Ilya Mikheyev are one depth line; the other features
more than 3,800 combined games in the NHL, with Joe
Thornton, Jason Spezza and Wayne Simmonds all chasing
their first Stanley Cup. Reclamation success story Alex
Galchenyuk is in the mix too.
For Montreal, Tyler Toffoli brought as much joy to the
Canadiens as his departure brought pain to Vancouver,
scoring 28 goals this season. He has played with Joel Armia
and dynamic center Nick Suzuki, who bounced back from a
midseason offensive swoon. Josh Anderson and Corey Perry
chip in offensively -- Anderson, a key offseason pickup, is a
negative-3.1 goals scored above average. Paul Byron, Artturi
Lehkonen, Michael Frolik and Jake Evans play their roles.
Montreal's lineup got a boost from star prospect winger Cole
Caufield. The opposite happened with the trade for Eric
Staal, who had three points in his first 21 games in Montreal.
Advantage: Toronto
Defense: Like Toffoli with the Canadiens, T.J. Brodie was
one of the most impactful signings of the offseason for the
Leafs. The defensive defenseman's pairing with Morgan
Rielly has a 56.1% expected goals percentage this season.
Jake Muzzin and Justin Holl continued their strong play that
began last season. Travis Dermott has been a constant on
the third pairing, with Rasmus Sandin, Ben Hutton and Zach
Bogosian, working back from a shoulder injury, in the mix.
Jeff Petry was a revelation for Montreal this season, with 42
points in his first 55 games, skating 22:44 per game on
average. Paired with Joel Edmundson, he could be a Norris
Trophy contender. The towering Shea Weber, who was a
frequent partner of Ben Chiarot, had his production slip this
season. Brett Kulak, rookie Alexander Romanov and trade
deadline addition Jon Merrill are also options. Advantage:
Toronto
Goaltending: The Leafs just got Frederik Andersen back from
injury. Notice that we didn't say "starter" Frederik Andersen,
as Jack Campbell went 17-2-2 with a .923 save percentage
to potentially take the crease for the postseason. David
Rittich, acquired from Calgary at the trade deadline, is
insurance. The quality of the Montreal goaltending boils
down to one question: Which Carey Price, assuming he's
healthy, will the Canadiens get? The middling "Price In
Name Only" that they've seen in the regular season? Or the
goalie who posted a .936 save percentage and two shutouts
in the bubble last postseason? If not, the other option is Jake
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Allen, who outplayed Price in the regular season but is only
28th in goals saved above average. Advantage: Even
Coaching: Sheldon Keefe deserves coach of the year
consideration for helping to turn the Leafs into a solid
defensive team that limits high-danger chances from
opponents. He has also managed a packed roster well.
Dominique Ducharme replaced Claude Julien after 18
games, and managed to sneak the Canadiens into the
playoffs despite several injuries down the stretch. The interim
coach doesn't have much of a sample, but he might have
done enough to earn the job, provided GM Marc Bergevin
returns. Advantage: Toronto
Health: The Leafs should get Hyman, Foligno and Nash back
for the start of the playoffs. Zach Bogosian last played on
April 22, and the prognosis was he would return in four
weeks with a shoulder injury; we're coming up on that
benchmark. For Montreal, Gallagher, Price and Weber could
all return for the start of the series. Forward Jonathan Drouin
remains out of the lineup for personal reasons, with no
determination on his return. Advantage: Even
Special teams: The Maple Leafs had the 16th-best power
play in the NHL (20.3%) and the 24th-best penalty kill
(77.7%) through 54 games. They're first in expected goals on
the power play (7.99 per 60 minutes). The Canadiens have
the 19th-best power play (19.3%) and the 18th-best penalty
kill (79.3%). Advantage: Toronto
Series pick: Maple Leafs in five. The first playoff meeting
between these franchises since 1979 will undoubtedly be
intense and physical, as the Canadiens try to brutalize and
goad the Leafs with physical play. The infusion of
reinforcements to the Canadiens' lineup, especially
Gallagher, will be a boost to Montreal. But the Leafs are
rolling, and are clearly the better of the two teams here.
Every postseason for Toronto centers around the new and
exciting ways it's going to blow it -- this is a team that hasn't
won a playoff series since 2004. A five-game series win over
the kind of team that would normally upset the Maple Leafs
would be a declarative statement that this time, things are
different.
No. 2 Edmonton Oilers vs. No. 3 Winnipeg Jets

percentage) to Leon Draisaitl to Ryan Nugent-Hopkins to
Kailer Yamamoto. In another season, the Jets' line gets the
nod. But at this point, the Oilers could put McDavid in with
the equipment manager and the mascot and they'd be the
best line in the game. Advantage: Edmonton
Forward depth: The Jets were dealt a massive loss when
Nikolaj Ehlers suffered an upper body injury in late April, as
he was having a career year. Pierre-Luc Dubois, acquired
from Columbus for Patrik Laine earlier this season, had 20
points in 40 games. Paul Stastny, who recently passed 1,000
career games, has 29 points in 55 games playing in a variety
of roles. Andrew Copp, Mathieu Perreault, Trevor Lewis,
Nate Thompson and Mason Appleton are also in the mix.
When he's not skating with McDavid, Draisaitl is holding
down his own line, usually with Nugent-Hopkins and
Yamamoto. Among the other forwards are James Neal (five
goals), Alex Chiasson (eight goals), Devin Shore, Tyler
Ennis, and Jujhar Khaira. Kyle Turris is also an option. So, to
paraphrase "The Simpsons," whenever McDavid and
Draisaitl aren't on the ice, all the other players should be
asking "Where are McDavid and Draisaitl?" Advantage:
Winnipeg
Defense: The Jets' Josh Morrissey was a massive
disappointment this season, with a negative-6.1 goals scored
above average. He has been paired with Dylan DeMelo, who
has had a much more effective season. Neal Pionk (32
points in 53 games) was the Jets' leading scorer among
blueliners. Logan Stanley, Tucker Poolman, Derek Forbort,
Sami Niku and trade deadline addition Jordie Benn are
options. The wild card is Ville Heinola, a 20-year-old blue
chip defenseman, but he's inexperienced.
For Edmonton, the pairing of Tyson Barrie (48 points in 55
games) and Darnell Nurse (36 points in 54 games) has
excelled offensively. Nurse in particular has had a great twoway season, and was in the Norris Trophy conversation.
Adam Larsson has been a mainstay on the second pairing,
playing with Kris Russell, Caleb Jones and Dmitry Kulikov at
different times this season. Ethan Bear and William
Lagesson are also in the mix. Bear saw time with Nurse this
season too. Advantage: Edmonton

First line: The Jets' top line is well established: center Mark
Scheifele (61 points in 55 games), flanked by wingers Kyle
Connor and Blake Wheeler. An old, reliable trio that can
produce offense but has been rolled defensively at 5-on-5
this season, giving up over 3.5 goals per 60 minutes of 5-on5 ice time. Wheeler, who reportedly played through a rib
injury earlier this season, in particular, has struggled. At risk
of incurring another analytics rant from coach Paul Maurice,
Wheeler has been sub-replacement (negative-2.6 goals
scored above average) level this season.

Goaltending: Connor Hellebuyck won the Vezina Trophy as
the NHL's top goaltender last season, and has once again
carried the defensive load for the Jets. He had a .915 save
percentage and a 2.60 goals-against average in winning 23
of 44 games. For the third straight season, Hellebuyck led
the NHL in shots faced and saves made. The Oilers were
widely ridiculed for bringing back 38-year-old Mike Smith,
with many claiming that backup Mikko Koskinen deserved
more playing time. Instead, Koskinen has struggled while
Smith posted a .924 save percentage in 31 games, placing
12th in goals saved above average (14.6). Advantage:
Winnipeg

The Oilers' top line is tougher to define, except to say that
"it's the one with Connor McDavid." The phenom had 104
points through 55 games this season, one of the most
dominant runs for an offensive player in NHL history when
adjusted for era. (But not adjusted for division, detractors will
say.) He has had linemates ranging from Dominik Kahun and
Jesse Puljujarvi (an effective 61.8% expected goals

Coaching: Two veteran coaches squaring off here.
Winnipeg's Maurice is sixth in career wins and has done a
solid job with a team that has had its share of change and
challenges. Edmonton's Dave Tippett is 18th in career wins
and deserves credit for helping the Oilers improve
defensively this season. But credit's hard to find when
everyone thinks you just put some McDavid and Draisaitl on

Regular-season series: 7-2, Oilers.
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anything that ails the team. (Spoiler: He does, as he should.)
Advantage: Edmonton
Health: The Jets have been without Ehlers since April 26, but
he's skating again and could be back for this series. If so,
that's an enormous lift for the Jets -- he had eight points in
seven games against the Oilers this season. For Edmonton,
Zack Kassian has resumed skating after being out with a
lower body injury. Advantage: Even
Special teams: The Oilers have the league's best power play
(27.4% in 54 games) thanks to McDavid and Draisaitl. Their
penalty kill (10th, 82.2%) isn't bad either. The Jets have the
NHL's sixth-best power play (23.1%) and its 14th-best
penalty kill (80.3%). Advantage: Edmonton

Series pick: Oilers in five. The Jets were really spiraling
down the stretch, while the Oilers and a next-level McDavid
were steamrollering through teams. Still, the return of Ehlers
could be key, and Hellebuyck is capable of a win on his own.
That's the optimistic view. The realistic view is that
Hellebuyck had a .877 save percentage and a 3.96 goalsagainst average in going 2-5-0 against Edmonton this
season; and whatever Ehlers brings to the lineup, it'll be
offset by McDavid's utter dominance of the Jets, to the tune
of 14 points in nine games. McDavid hasn't won a playoff
round since 2017. He's playing in a way that makes you
believe he'll remedy that.

Central Division Weekly Roundup Last Call: Central Division Champion Carolina Hurricanes
The playoffs are here, but where do the teams in the Central
Division go from here?

the coaches to pick him over Jordan Martinook or Brock
McGinn.

By Zeke Lukow

2. Florida Panthers: 79 Points (79 Points)

1. Carolina Hurricanes: 80 Points (36-12-8)

The series might be the most anticipated US-based series as
it is the first time that these teams are meeting in the playoffs
in their nearly three-decade history. Part of the reason given
for the last re-alignment was to develop more regional
rivalries, and this was one of the biggest ones they were
hoping for. This could bring more buzz to hockey in a nontraditional market. The two Florida teams this season have
been two of the top teams all season. The fact the Canes
could only have to play one Florida team in the playoffs this
season is a huge break.

Monday night’s loss marked the first time all season that the
Canes lost by three or more goals without an empty-net goal
being scored against them. It can be tough to separate the
optics of losing two games against the team that you are
getting ready to play in a playoff series. It is tough to
remember that the last two games saw the Hurricanes keep
out players due to being banged up and wanting to avoid any
further injuries. The Canes have been a buzz saw all season,
but it does bring a feeling of uneasiness the first time this
season.
The Canes will have a couple of decisions to make on their
roster. The most impactful will be the starting goaltender.
Both Alex Nedeljkovic and Petr Mrazek rank in the top five in
goals-against average for goalies who have played at least
11 games. They both also rank in the top 10 in save
percentage for goalies who have played 11 games. Ned
leads in both categories, but Mrazek could be more
comfortable choice for Brind’Amour and has more
experience. There isn’t a bad option, and they can continue
to rotate or switch when one gets cold. Everyone knows that
a team can win a Cup with a hot goalie.
Max McCormick certainly made a push in the final game to
show the coaches that he belongs on the fourth line during
the postseason. In the last two games playing on an
uninspired team, McCormick registered an assist and a fight.
The physicality and edge he can bring is a big addition to the
Hurricanes. This was the team that traded a skilled speedy
winger for Cedric Paquette earlier this season. However, if
the Canes are fully healthy, it’s going to be a tough sell for

Much like the Carolina Hurricanes, the Florida Panthers had
locked up the second seed before they started playing the
Lightning. While they might not have had anything to play for,
unlike the Canes they won both of their games against the
Lightning in convincing fashion. In their last two games, they
won by a combined score of 9-1. With a 4-0 shutout to close
out their season, Florida also heads into the first battle of
Florida playoff series on a six-game win streak.
3. Tampa Bay Lightning: 75 Points (36-17-3)
The Tampa Bay Lightning made NHL history on Monday
when they started the first All-Black forward line. Daniel
Walcott, Mathieu Joseph, and Gemel Smith were on the ice
for the opening face-off, with Walcott playing in his first NHL
game. The Ontario Reign was the first time to have an allBlack line in professional hockey earlier this season in the
AHL.
Jon Cooper commented, “Moving forward in the league, you
hope it isn’t a story any more and will be the norm.”
The Lightning now look forward to their first playoff series
against the Florida Panthers. They are happy to have
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reached the postseason promised land that is no salary cap.
Now they can play their entire roster that would be $10
million over the cap. They will now get Nikita Kucherov back
for the first time this season. He has been practicing for the
past six weeks so he should be in game shape and ready to
go. The only hope for the Panthers would be that he wouldn’t
be prepared for his first full action in over a year to be in the
playoffs.
4. Nashville Predators: 64 Points (31-23-2)
Monday night could have very well been the last time that
Pekka Rinne would play a game in front of home fans. At 38
years old, everyone has written him off as surely retiring, but
the Finn did play 24 games this season with a .907 save
percentage and two shutouts. I don’t see why he couldn’t
come back as a backup if he wanted to keep playing with
Nashville. If it was his last game, he had a great sendoff in
Nashville after earning a shutout against a reduced-strength
Hurricanes team.
Heading into the playoffs, Nashville has received approval
from the NHL to host over 12,000 fans in the playoffs, which
could prove to be a huge advantage for them. These teams
haven’t played in front of a crowd that large in over 15
months; it will be fun/terrifying to see how it affects both
teams in the playoffs.
5. Dallas Stars: 60 Points (23-19-14)
It’s impossible to make any long-term conclusions about the
Stars after this season between the stoppages they had in
the season from COVID and weather and their insane
number of injuries. It is disappointing to miss the playoffs just
a year after making the Finals, but the team and fans still
have a lot to be proud of staying in the playoff race until the
final week of the season. They did this without their top
scorer and starting goaltender all season and with top-six
players coming in and out of the lineup all season.
Next season, the Stars will look to have Jamie Benn, Tyler
Seguin, Alexander Radulov and Ben Bishop back on the ice
at the same time for the first time since the 2020 playoffs.
This will also be the last hurrah for the bunch that went to the
Finals in 2020. This offseason they have seven unrestricted
free agents which include most of their bottom six and
second-pairing defenseman Jamie Oleksiak. Next season
Joe Pavelski, John Klingberg and Radulov will be
unrestricted free agents.

percentage, he still had 17 wins in his rookie campaign and
could be poised for a larger role moving forward.
The biggest issue for them moving forward is the health of
captain Jonathan Toews. It was clear this season that
Chicago had a serious lack of center depth. Suter played on
the first line with Patrick Kane but that group quickly fell off to
Philipp Kurashev, David Kamp and Mackenzie Entwistle. If
Toews is able to come back they immediately have their firstline center and what appears to be two very capable pivots.
However, if he is unable to return, they will need to have a
plan to move forward and a long rebuild ahead.
7. Detroit Red Wings: 48 Points (19-27-10)
General Manager Steve Yzerman will have a decision to
make on head coach Jeff Blashill, who is on the last season
of his contract. This will be the first time that Yzerman will get
to hire his guy in Detroit. The team is projected to have
almost $49 million in cap space between pending free agents
and some dead cap space between IR, retained salary from
trades and buyouts. Granted most of the cap will be taken up
with their 17 free agents that need to be signed, 10 of which
are restricted free agents that have lower price tags.
The Red Wings are building a foundation of good players,
they just lack depth right now. The Combination of Thomas
Greiss and Jonathan Bernier ended up giving them the
stability that they needed in net. They continue with Greiss
for one more season. Filip Zadina is showing improvement
over the last two seasons and will continue to see
improvement in his production numbers.
This offseason Yzerman could use his cap space to land
players getting priced out of a team or assets to take a bad
contract. One possible target could be Tyler Johnson with
the Lightning, who was initially waived due to cap
restrictions, and will eventually have to be moved before the
start of the next season. Johnson was signed by Yzerman
with the Lightning as an undrafted free agent in 2011.
8. Columbus Blue Jackets: 48 Points (18-26-12)

6. Chicago Blackhawks: 55 Points (24-25-7)

The Blue Jackets will have a busy offseason. This summer
they will have contract extension talks with defenseman Seth
Jones. Jones has one season left on his current contract
before becoming an unrestricted free agent. His talks with
Jarmo Kekalainen will influence the direction that the
franchise will move in. The potential haul for a top-pairing
defenseman is huge, which could allow them to accelerate a
rebuild.

The Blackhawks had an up-and-down season. Their early
play that heavily featured games against the bottom teams in
the division gave their fans false hope which eventually saw
the team finish on the outside looking in. The Blackhawks do
have plenty to be proud of. Pius Suter had an impactful
rookie campaign with 27 points in 55 games while playing as
the team’s top center. That is a rare position to put a rookie
in and to still find success.

The Blue Jackets also have all of the pieces to be a landing
spot for Jack Eichel. The young center recently shared his
disconnect with the Buffalo Sabres and now a trade seems
imminent. The Blue Jackets have three first-round picks in
the upcoming draft and need to trade a goaltender that has
NHL experience before the expansion draft. They could also
add either Patrik Laine in the deal or Seth Jones if neither
looks likely to re-sign.

Before the season, they didn’t have any real NHL experience
in net. It didn’t take long for Kevin Lankinen to emerge as
their number one goalie. While he finished with a .909 save
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He said it: Rod Brind’Amour on Hurricanes’ playoff preparations
The Hurricanes’ head coach spoke with the media
Wednesday morning.
By Andrew Schnittker
The Hurricanes don’t yet know when their first-round series
will start, but they do know at some point in the next five
days or so they’ll be opening what they hope is a lengthy
2021 playoff run against the Nashville Predators.
Rod Brind’Amour spoke to the media Wednesday about the
team’s preparations, expectations and more, here’s a full
breakdown of everything he had to say:
On if he knows the schedule and if the uncertainty has hurt
his preparation in any way: I don’t know. It hasn’t hurt our
preparation. We had a plan starting Saturday for this is how
we would go. So nothing, to me, is changing yet. It’d be nice
to know, obviously, but nothing as affected us yet.
On how confident he is the Canes will have everyone
available when the series starts: Fairly.
On if his experience as a player with Martin Gerber and Cam
Ward in 2006 affected his perspective on goalie decisions as
a coach: For sure. I think day one, the goalies, when you
have two of them and have faith in them, we talk a lot about
it, you guys ask a ton of questions about goalies, and I spend
so little time thinking about that. I guess when you have three
that you feel pretty good about, I’ve got a lot of other fish to
worry about. So we’ll make that decision at some point, but
not right now.
On if it feels different making those decisions in the playoffs:
It’s fairly easy. Somebody’s going to play, and you feel good
about all of them. What you’re worried about more as a
coach is do you have the system right, do you have the
game plan right? When you have players you trust, it’s not
about who’s in there. It’s ‘Is the message right? Did we do
enough to get them prepared?’ That’s what I always worry
about.
On if there’s any difference now from the first playoff run in
terms of expectations: It’s no different for me than our first
year. Our goal was to win. I know people made a big deal
because we hadn’t done anything in forever, but we were
disappointed that we didn’t win. The expectation here is to
win. We’ve got a long road ahead of us, we’ve got a huge
challenge, but that’s the expectation.
On Nashville having increased fan capacity and if he wants
to see the Canes’ bumped up: Yes. How do you do it? It was
a big deal playing in [Nashville] with that amount of fans, the
energy level was intense and it felt great. And now they’re
saying they’re going to have more in there. That’s a big
advantage, there’s no doubt about it. Obviously that’s out of
our hands, and we could talk about that all day, but it’d be
nice if we could definitely do that. Our fans have been great,
they might have to put a little extra effort in if they don’t have
that many people in there.
On what goes into the goalie decision: Rest, physical and
mental rest. We probably will have that going into this, so it
kind of takes that out of the equation. Just staying sharp. It’s
all those things. Who you’re playing, what kind of system are

they running? Is one guy better vs. [the opponent]? There’s a
lot of things that go into it, but at the end of the day we’re
confident in whoever we pick.
On talking about the playoffs after getting through the regular
season: It’s been a long, hard journey to get to this stage.
We didn’t start the season saying we wanted to make the
playoffs, but you had to make the playoffs to have a chance
to win the whole thing. We’re here, now everybody that’s left
is here and we’re starting over. That’s why in a way it’s kind
of nice to have a little break in there because it really
emphasizes that that’s done, over with and we’re starting
fresh. We’ve got to get that energy level back up, and I think
a little break will help.
On what happens on an off-ice day: We have meetings and
they go to work, get the training in. But it’s really about this
being a time where we as a group can get together with the
guys. I always think that when you’re in the gym working out
together is good. It’s positive. It’s that shared, mutual
hardship. We’re in there together working, and not that it’s
overly taxing at this time of year, but that’s the thought
process behind it.
On if there’s a concern of rest vs. rust: I’m not too worried
about rust because we were already getting rusty. It was that
mental, we had to dust the mind here and get fresh again. So
we’re going to practice hard, I think, depending on how many
practices we get. We’ll have a few, for sure, and I think that’s
what we need. So I do think the mental part was good, that’s
why this little break’s probably better for us to re-juice. We
accomplished the one part, which was get to this level where
we get the chance to compete for the championship and now
we’ve got to ramp it up to go get it.
On Teuvo Teravainen getting up to speed down the stretch:
It’s good for him. I think that was the important part. We
know what he can do. So it wasn’t like ‘I need to see what
he’s all about.’ It was more for him to feel like ‘OK, I’m good.’
That’s really what was important to get those games under
his belt. He probably didn’t need any games, by the looks of
it. His first couple games were pretty impressive. But that’s
really what that’s about.
On if there’s a difference in mentality between being an
underdog and being one of the top teams of the league: I
don’t think it’s any different, but it probably was. I think it’s
easier to come in if no one’s expecting you to win. I think
maybe that was our first year. I don’t think anyone gave us a
chance to win any of those series. It’s probably easier to
prepare the guys that way. Maybe now it’s a little different.
But we’re certainly not going to prepare any differently or go
about our business any differently.
On if playing these divisional opponents this many times
created rivalries or added animosity: I think so. Let’s put it
this way, after these series, they will for sure. I’m almost
positive. There’s going to be too much going on with both
teams trying to do the same things. We’re each in other’s
way. So something’s going to give. What for sure will come
out of it will be a little more animosity. I think that’s just par
for the course.
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Playoff Preview: Hurricanes penalty kill vs. Predators power play
The Canes boast a top-three penalty kill in the NHL, which
will surely be an advantage against the Predators’ 24thranked power play.
By Alec_Sawyer
When the Carolina Hurricanes and Nashville Predators
square off in the first round of the NHL playoffs, there will be
quite a few areas on the ice where the Central Divisionchampion Canes outmatch the Preds.
Perhaps the most staggering mismatch between the two
teams will come when Carolina takes a penalty and heads to
the box, as the Canes boast one of the league’s best penalty
kills while the Predators have one of the NHL’s worst powerplay units.
While avoiding penalties altogether is of course ideal, the
Canes shouldn’t fret too much when Nashville goes to the
power play in this playoff-opening series between the Canes
and the team they beat six of eight times in the regular
season.
Here’s how the Hurricanes’ penalty kill matches up with
Nashville’s power play:
The Matchup
On the season as a whole, Carolina’s penalty kill was
phenomenal and among the league’s best. The Canes
finished the season with a PK percentage of 85.2, third best
in the NHL behind just Vegas and Boston.
The Hurricanes allowed just 26 power-play goals against,
less than one per game, in 176 times shorthanded. The
85.2% on the penalty kill is the third-best mark in franchise
history for a season.
On the other end, Nashville’s power play was a significant
struggle for the Predators all season. Nashville scored 28
power-play goals in 159 chances, a 17.6 percent mark that
ranks 24th of 31 teams in the league. Of the 16 teams that
will compete in the playoffs, Nashville’s power-play
percentage is the worst.
In eight games between the Hurricanes and Predators this
season, Nashville’s power play went 3 for 27, an 11% mark
for the Preds man advantage and an 89 percent tally for
Carolina’s penalty kill. Nashville scored a power-play goal in
each of its first two games this year against Carolina, and
then added one more in the final game of the season after
going five straight games against the Canes without scoring
on the man advantage.
As far as the actual units matchup, that plays out well for the
Hurricanes as well:
Carolina and its top-three PK defense does a great job of
limiting any chances in the circles, in the slot or even in front
of the net. The vast majority of opponents’ unblocked shots
against the Canes’ PK come from deep, a recipe for success
for any PK unit. The Hurricanes limit those dangerous circle
shots, and also really control the front of the net well.
For the Predators, their power-play heat map fits in pretty
well with the Canes’ PK one, not a great sign for Nashville.

The Predators’ power play did a pretty bad job this season of
getting chances in the circles, or even in front of the net
(though better there), a big reason for their inability to score
up a man.
With a shot chart that features that many shots from beyond
the circles, it’s no secret as to why Nashville’s xGF/60 on the
power play was well below league average. Match that with
the Canes, who push power-play shots to the outside, and
this isn’t exactly the best of matchups for the Predators.
Players to Watch
For the Hurricanes, the defensive trio of Brett Pesce, Jaccob
Slavin and Brady Skjei have been the most prolific penalty
killers, while Jordan Staal and Brock McGinn have been the
forwards with the most PK time.
Pesce may be the lead guy for Carolina’s PK unit. He’s
second in the entire NHL with 172:13 penalty-kill minutes this
season, averaging over three minutes on the PK a game. His
PK +/- is just -10, an impressive mark for someone who has
spent as much time as him on the ice down a man.
Slavin is right behind Pesce with 2:42 per game of PK time,
with a +/- of -8. Those two are the absolute defensive
stalwarts for the Hurricanes, with Pesce pairing up well with
Skjei and Slavin spending a lot of PK time with his regular
partner, Dougie Hamilton.
Those defenseman, along with midseason acquisition Jani
Hakanpaa and a mixture of Haydn Fleury (who was traded
for Hakanpaa) and Jake Bean, held down the fort
defensively. As far as forwards go, the Canes have one of
the absolute best PK guys in the captain Staal.
Staal is averaging over two minutes of PK time per game
and has a GA/60 of just 3.8 in that situation. The other big
forward for Carolina on the PK has been McGinn, who will
hopefully be back for the playoffs after missing the last
month of the regular season. Head coach Rod Brind’Amour
did say Wednesday that the Canes expected to have
everyone available, so the return of McGinn will help the PK
even more.
And of course no penalty kill is complete without the goalies,
and Petr Mrazek and Alex Nedljkovic have been quite good
shorthanded this year. Mrazek holds the fifth-best save
percentage in the NHL (.913) shorthanded among goalies
with more than 40 minutes of penalty kill time, and he’s
second in GAA (2.98).
Nedeljkovic has been great as well, as his .895 shorthanded
save percentage is 14th and his 4.01 GAA is sixth. He’s also
15th in high-danger save percentage, stopping 83.3% of
high-danger chances against on the penalty kill.
Most of Nashville’s power-play production has come from its
top unit of Filip Forsberg, Ryan Johansen, Eeli Tolvanen,
Mikael Granlund and Roman Josi. Josi, the QB of that unit,
leads the team with 14 power-play points on one goal and 13
assists, while Tolvanen’s six power-play goals are a team
high.
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Granlund sits right behind Tolvanen with five goals, while
Forsberg and Johansen both have three.
That unit will be going up against the Canes’ best, and while
there’s talent there, the production just hasn’t been
staggering. For comparison’s sake, the Canes have five
players this season with 14 or more points on the power
play.

Conclusion
This will be an area of extreme strength for the Hurricanes
and severe weakness for the Predators. Taking advantage of
power-play chances is always important when it comes to
winning a playoff series, and it’s hard to see the Predators
tallying too many times while up a man.
The Canes won the division for a reason, and special teams
were a big part. The penalty kill is as strong as any in the
league, and facing the worst remaining power play, it
shouldn’t have too much to worry about.

Wolves clinch another division title
David Cotton produced his first hat trick and Beck Warm
earned a 35-save shutout
First-year forward David Cotton recorded his first hat trick
and rookie goaltender Beck Warm stopped 35 shots as the
Chicago Wolves clinched their fourth division title in five
years with a 7-0 victory over the Grand Rapids Griffins
Wednesday night at Van Andel Arena.
Forwards Sean Malone and Sheldon Rempal and
defensemen Max Lajoie and Frederic Allard also produced
goals for the Wolves (20-8-1-2), who claimed the Sam
Pollock Trophy awarded to the Central Division champion.
The Wolves led the six-team division from start to finish as
they won their first seven games during the American
Hockey League’s abbreviated 2021 season and never
wavered.
“It feels pretty good,” said Wolves head coach Ryan
Warsofsky. “This has been a short year, but really it has
been a long, draining year mentally and physically. I’m really
happy for our guys.”
The Wolves jumped on top 12:17 into the night as Cotton
won possession of the puck behind the net and spied Malone
open just outside the crease. Malone accepted Cotton’s
backhand pass and chipped a backhand over goaltender
Calvin Pickard’s left shoulder for a 1-0 lead.
Just 76 seconds later, Cotton and Malone teamed up for a
power-play goal that gave the Wolves a 2-0 lead. Phil
Tomasino (3 assists) claimed the puck along the half-wall
and steered a pass toward the top of the crease. A Griffins
defenseman reached out to break up the pass, but Malone
lifted his stick to allow the puck to travel to Cotton for a quick
wrister past Pickard.

“We felt like we didn’t play that well in the first period,”
Warsofsky said. “So we talked to the guys during
intermission and said, ‘Let’s try to approach this like a playoff
game and see what we can do. I thought they responded
well.’ ”
Chicago boosted the margin to 3-0 with three seconds left in
the second. Shortly after a power play created by Rempal
came to an end, forward Anthony Richard deftly chopped a
loose puck across the slot to Rempal for a quick flip over
Pickard’s glove.
The Wolves piled on four insurance goals in the third period.
Lajoie made it 4-0 at 4:48 when he launched a shot from the
left point that whistled through traffic into the back of the net.
Then center Tommy Novak set up in the left faceoff circle
and spied Cotton alone at the bottom of the right circle.
Cotton whipped the puck into the open net for his 13th goal
of the year — tying fellow rookie Tomasino for the team lead
and pushing the Wolves’ advantage to 5-0 at 8:10.
After the Griffins (15-11-3-1) took multiple penalties, Cotton
earned the Wolves’ first hat trick of the season when he
knocked home a rebound for a power-play goal at 15:41.
Allard capped the scoring with another power-play tally from
the slot at 16:51.
Warm (8-3-1) earned his second shutout of the year while
Pickard (0-1-1) registered 25 stops.
“Beck was outstanding in the first period,” Warsofsky said.
“The confidence he played with all night, he was right back to
where he was at the beginning of the year.”
The Wolves wrap up their season with a home-and-home
series against the Rockford IceHogs. The rivals meet 6 p.m.
Friday at the MetroCentre and 7 p.m. Saturday at the Wolves
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Training Facility in Hoffman Estates. To see all the action,
visit AHLTV.com.
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2021 NHL playoff preview: Predators vs. Hurricanes

By Dom Luszczyszyn
May 12, 2021

If only things were back to normal with arenas at full capacity. Carolina
and Nashville have two of the league’s most passionate fan bases
creating raucous crowds and absolutely electric atmospheres. The two
teams are right near the top of the league in that department, nearly
neck-and-neck with each other.
The actual on-ice matchup likely won’t be that close. Carolina handily
won a very competitive Central Division and has looked like one of the
very best teams in hockey all season. Nashville has done well in the
season’s second half, miraculously climbing out of an early season hole
to make the playoffs, but there is still a rather wide chasm between these
two clubs.
This is a mismatch and the proof is in the games the teams have already
played against each other.
Series odds
Matchup adjustment takes into account each player’s Game Score
against this specific opponent as well as his Game Score over the last six
weeks.

It took seven tries for the Predators to beat the Hurricanes this season,
and that happened on one of the final nights of the season when Carolina
no longer had anything to really play for. The Predators won another
meaningless matchup two nights later when both teams rested a plethora
of starters, but for the most part, this has been the Carolina show. The
two wins against Carolina to close the season did help lessen Nashville’s
matchup disadvantage slightly, but it’s still an extra 3.3 percentage points
in Carolina’s favour.
Underdogs come through all the time and 35 percent is hardly a death
sentence; in all honesty, it’s a lot better than I expected. The Predators
already faced much longer odds this season just to make the playoffs.
Before this weekend’s games, the odds were even steeper (closer to 30
percent), but Carolina is still rightfully the expected winner here with a
five-, six- or seven-game series all being equally likely.
The Hurricanes are deeper on paper, finished higher in the standings,
had stronger underlying numbers down the stretch and owned the headto-head matchup during the season. There aren’t many reasons to like
the Predators here and they will be in tough to pull off the upset, but
Nashville won’t be a pushover. Despite the lopsided head-to-head
record, the games were closer than they appear.
Season stats
Across the board, the Hurricanes were just plain better this year, which is
to be expected given the seeding. Carolina was better at five-on-five,
playing a high-event style that worked in the team’s favour given their
weak finishing and strong goaltending. Nashville allowed fewer expected
goals against but didn’t generate anywhere near the same amount of
chances the other way. That led to a five percentage point edge in
expected goals, though the edge in actual goals was tighter due in part to
Carolina’s lack of finishing ability.
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The difference on special teams is much more substantial and it’s here
where Carolina will likely do the most damage. The Hurricanes are the
league’s best overall team in that area, earning the second-best goal rate
on both the power play and penalty kill this season. Nashville, on the
other hand, was bottom 10 in both.
That turned out to be the team’s demise during the season series as the
Predators actually kept the attempts and chances closer than one might
expect at even strength (though that’s slightly obfuscated by the last
couple of games). Despite being a below-average expected goals team,
they kept the Hurricanes under their season average when the two went
head-to-head at five-on-five. The power play was an entirely different
story and it’s the main reason Carolina went 6-2-0 against Nashville this
season.
The Predators have a pretty pitiful power play for the year, but that
reached new lows against Carolina where they only generated 4.4
expected goals and 3.6 actual goals per 60. The latter mark is almost half
their season total. The penalty kill was an even bigger disaster as they
allowed 7.7 expected goals and nearly double the actual goals per 60.
Scoring 14.5 goals per 60 is a very high rate, one that led to a 34.6
percent success rate. Keeping Carolina in check at five-on-five means
nothing if the special teams are that horrendous.
Power plays can be notoriously streaky, though, and that gives Nashville
an avenue to success. It’ll be an exceptionally difficult one to accomplish
given the series results, but the Predators should have a fighting chance
if they can stop the Hurricanes’ power play and generate something the
other way.
A lot of people figure the team will need Juuse Saros to steal the series
as he’s been doing marvellously during the second half, and that’s
correct to an extent given Carolina’s power-play prowess. But the
Hurricanes are also one of the few teams where Nashville doesn’t have
the edge between the pipes. The two teams finished first and second in
five-on-five save percentage this year with next to nothing separating
them. If that continues, Nashville will need more than Saros to come out
ahead — and that’s where a path to victory becomes a bit more difficult
to envision with the talent the team has at its disposal.
Roster breakdown
Matchup adjustment takes into account each player’s Game Score
against this specific opponent as well as his Game Score over the last six
weeks. The numbers may be slightly skewed as a result of ice-time
allocation.
Before the season started this model was very high on both Petr Mrazek
and Saros, much to the ire of some Canadiens fans who figured the
thought of either of them being better than Carey Price was audacious.
Mrazek only suited up for 12 games, but had a .923 save percentage in
that time frame, saving 10 goals above expected. That’s almost one per
game. Saros was just as hot in the season’s second half and finished the
season with a .927 save percentage, saving seven goals above
expected. They were in fact two of the league’s top goalies and big
reasons either team is in this position.
Carolina has the slightest edge here (especially considering Alex
Nedeljkovic is rated just as highly as Mrazek and can step in if Mrazek
falters) which doesn’t bode well for the Predators. Saros is the team’s
biggest strength and he’ll need to be the best goalie in the series for
Nashville to have a chance, but that doesn’t seem to be the likeliest
scenario here. With goaltending, “likely” is always a crapshoot, but it’s
never a good thing when a team’s biggest strength is still a step below
the team it’s facing.
Across the rest of the lineup, Nashville lacks the high-end talent to keep
up with the Hurricanes, both up front and on the back end. The depth is
there, sure, but depth isn’t going to win a playoff series when there are
colossal differences in top of the lineup talent.
At forward, Carolina’s top line is very much one to fear, especially since
Teuvo Teravainen has returned from injury. In the eight games since

where all three played, the trio has dominated with a 59 percent expected
goals rate, outscoring opponents 8-4 at five-on-five. Sebastian Aho and
Andrei Svechnikov have been a terrific pair all season, putting up a 56
percent expected goals percentage without Teravainen, but there’s no
doubt his playmaking and defensive ability adds an extra boost. The top
line was incredible during last year’s playoffs and they’re looking to pick
up right where they left off during this postseason.
Aho, in particular, has been red hot down the stretch, scoring 24 points in
his last 19 games, which ranks third leaguewide over the time frame.
That’s put him above a point-per-game pace for the season and while he
may not be at the level of Connor McDavid or Auston Matthews, he’s an
elite talent thanks to his play-driving ability. He’s the type of top centre
that teams can win a Stanley Cup with.
The problem in previous seasons for Carolina was the depth behind the
top line and down the middle behind Aho specifically. It was good, but not
great. That’s changed this season thanks to the resurgence of Vincent
Trocheck, who has looked a lot closer to his peak self in his first full
season as a Hurricane. He’s projected for two wins here, but played
closer to a three-win rate this season, resembling his peak from 2015 to
2017 in Florida. Injuries derailed his play since and he was on a worrying
trajectory when Carolina acquired him at last year’s deadline, but it’s safe
to say he’s back. Trocheck scored 43 points in 47 games this season and
was one of the team’s top play drivers. When a team’s first and secondline centres can both put up a 56 percent expected goals rate and earn
over 60 percent of the actual goals, they’re going to be in a good spot.
It helps to have lineup consistency throughout the year and Trocheck
found some strong chemistry early with Nino Niederreiter and Martin
Necas. The trio created one of the league’s best and most unheralded
second lines. Niederreiter continued his play-driving excellence thanks to
his offensive zone ability and got back up to a 30-goal pace. The speedy
Necas was an absolute revelation in his second season, scoring at a 63point pace while unsurprisingly being the team’s most efficient player at
entering the zone with control. He did struggle against the Predators this
season, though, with just three points and a 37 percent expected goals
rate in eight games.
Overall, the trio clicked and it allowed the Hurricanes to keep that
terrifying top line intact (when Teravainen was healthy) as they finally had
the requisite depth to allow it. It also allowed the team to establish an
annoying checking line that doesn’t have the pressure of providing
secondary offense (though still has the ability to), headlined by Jordan
Staal and Warren Foegele. Staal and Foegele are the team’s best
forecheckers and will be a pain in the butt during the playoffs, grinding
down opponents hard. Staal fits a lot better as the third-line centre on a
contender rather than the 2C. Though he had a productive scoring
season, his on-ice numbers were his weakest in a long time. The
Hurricanes’ expected goal difference was 0.4 per 60 better with Staal on
the bench, the first time since 2011-12 that Staal has been in the
negatives. He has the capacity to be better and showed that against
Nashville this season with a 64 percent expected goals rate to go with
five points in six games.
It’s a deep top nine with a clear hierarchy of ability. The Predators’ top
nine is much more of a mixed bag — spreading the wealth to create the
illusion of depth, masking the lack of high-end talent. With the current
lineup formation, the Predators don’t really have a top line, they have
three lines that look far too close to what Carolina puts out as its third
line. That’s … a problem.
The Predators have a number of forwards with recognizable track
records, the issue is that aside from Filip Forsberg, none of them appear
to be very good anymore — at least not to their previous level. After a
down year in 2019-20, there was an expectation of a bounce-back for a
number of the team’s top offensive players. Instead, there was further
degradation. Forsberg led the team with 32 points in 39 games, which is
roughly par for the course for him, but everyone else with any semblance
of offensive expectations failed to deliver. Viktor Arvidsson had 25 points
in 50 games (41-point pace) though to his credit 10 of those were in his
last 15 games. More alarming are the team’s highest-paid forwards:
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Ryan Johansen had 21 points in 48 games (36-point pace) this season
while Matt Duchene somehow managed just 13 points in 34 games (31point pace).

but he’s also not as good as he was last season. There are very few
defenders who can move the puck up ice as well as Josi, but this year
that hasn’t translated to elite results.

The latter two are especially disappointing because they’re supposed to
be the team’s top two centres and they cost $8 million a year each to
combine to be about as productive as Trocheck. Duchene has had some
very bad luck this year and is still the team’s best player off the rush. He
shouldn’t be saddled to the third line, but a 52.3 percent expected goals
rate doesn’t scream dominance, either. Johansen has been out-chanced
at five-on-five for the second straight season and was particularly weak
against Carolina this season.

In the battle of No. 1 defencemen, Carolina gets the edge. It wasn’t even
close head-to-head. Josi had one goal in five games and a 44 percent
expected goals rate, good for an average Game Score of 0.10. Hamilton
led the Hurricanes at 1.38, thanks to seven points in seven games and a
61 percent expected goals rate.

The top nine feels like a mish-mash of throwing things at a wall and
seeing what sticks. The entire second line, and Duchene’s presence on
the third line, speaks volumes about what coach John Hynes values:
goals. Duchene’s PDO has been in the toilet all season and he’s seen his
ice time crater as a result. The second line was put together in midMarch and has stayed together despite an ugly 42 percent expected
goals percentage together. Miraculously outscoring opponents 16-7 will
do that for you. It’s working for now as Hynes rides the hot hand, but that
only stays true for so long. It’s only a matter of time before the clock
strikes midnight on those percentages and Nashville better hope it’s not
during this series because whichever of the top two Carolina lines that
gets that matchup will likely eat it alive. Svechnikov and Aho already
have expected goals shares north of 62 percent against Nashville this
year, so the team has already had plenty of trouble keeping the top line
at bay. That second line likely won’t be the answer.
I’m not sure there’s a combination of forwards here that would be the
answer. The best trio Nashville can make still wouldn’t be as good as
Carolina’s second line, let alone its first — and it would only leave the
rest of the lineup more vulnerable. This looks like it’ll be a matchup
nightmare for the Predators, who don’t look like they have the answers to
solve Carolina’s high-end depth. Only four players in the top nine had a
positive expected goals percentage this season and that was led by
Arvidsson at 53 percent. That would rank 11th among Carolina’s
forwards. Forsberg was the only imposing force against Carolina this
year in terms of tilting the ice and he still only managed three points in six
games. This is going to be an uphill battle, though Duchene returning to
form would certainly help.
Things are a bit closer on the back end where both teams are led by a
clear top three, and while Nashville indeed has some strong defensive
talent, it once again pales in comparison to what Carolina can offer.
There aren’t many teams that can match the triumvirate of Roman Josi,
Ryan Ellis and Mattias Ekholm, but unfortunately for the Predators,
Carolina is one of them. The comparison may have been in Nashville’s
favour last season when Josi won the Norris Trophy and Ellis was
playing similarly well when healthy, but it’s completely flipped this
season.
Dougie Hamilton was right there with Josi in the Norris Trophy race last
year before getting injured and he’s managed to stay in that top tier this
season. By GSVA, Hamilton ranks third in defencemen value this year
behind only Adam Fox and Devon Toews. He puts up points with the
best of them, handles tough minutes well and drives play better than any
other defender in the league. The Hurricanes have enjoyed a 57 percent
expected goals rate of better in each season Hamilton has been on the
team and a 62 percent goal rate in each of the last two. At five-on-five,
it’s hard to find a more valuable defenceman and it’s no coincidence that
Carolina’s power play started to take off once Hamilton became the top
option for it.
Josi was incredible at five-on-five last year, but a lot of that was on him
enjoying some fortunate percentages at both ends of the ice that were
likely outside his control. There’s a massive difference between his 62
percent goal rate from last year and 45 percent from this year, but not
much when it comes to expected goals where he’s been steady at 52-53
percent in each season. Those percentages play a big role in shaping
perception. Per the model, Josi isn’t as bad as his numbers this season,

Outside of the obvious Hamilton vs. Josi battle is the one featuring a
quartet of the league’s most underrated defencemen, with similar
qualities on each side. Jaccob Slavin and Ellis round out the top pairs to
the superstar partners, providing a quietly staunch defensive presence
that allows Hamilton and Josi to do their thing. They both play a
dependable 200-foot game while staying out of the box, a very difficult
thing to do for their role. On the second pair, both Brett Pesce and
Ekholm don’t earn the same praise as the top two defenders on their
teams, but they are both defensive stalwarts with a surprising ability to
drive offence, capable of manning their own pair. The quartet would
normally be equal in value, but the matchup/recency adjustment skews
things back toward Carolina. Slavin has been a rock on the top pair
against Nashville while Pesce has quietly been one of the league’s best
defenders down the stretch, posting a 61 percent expected goals rate
while chipping in eight points in his last 22 games. By average Game
Score, he’s seventh among defencemen in that time frame. The
Nashville duo has both been out-chanced during that stretch.
Brady Skjei rounds out the top four for Carolina and his low rating here
likely requires some explanation. He’s been a capable top-four player for
the Hurricanes this year, but the model seems to be giving a lot of credit
for that to Pesce. While Skjei’s expected and actual goals percentage are
both above break-even, his relative numbers were fairly negative this
season. Skjei looks a lot better than the numbers give him credit for and,
according to data tracked by Corey Sznajder, this year he was one of
Carolina’s best puck-movers from the back end. That’s a welcome
development given Skjei was a turnover machine in New York. He really
cleaned that up this year, but there’s still some reason for skepticism
regarding his value.
The third pair isn’t much to write home about on either side, but that’s par
for the course for most teams. I’m not sure what it’ll take to get Jake
Gardiner in the lineup, but he seems to still be one of Carolina’s six best
defencemen. His numbers have returned right to normal this year and his
presence would give Carolina a boost. Nashville has a ton of options for
the third pair and the one listed is by far the best case scenario. If the
Predators opt for one or both of Erik Gudbranson or Ben Harpur, they’re
going to have a bad time and their odds will drop by a sizeable margin.
Their lineup already has very little room for error.
The bottom line
Fancy math is unnecessary to make sense of any David vs. Goliath
matchup and this series is no different. Carolina was one of the best
teams this year while Nashville needed a small miracle to make the
playoffs. The Hurricanes are relatively heavy favourites and it would be
difficult to find anyone that would disagree with that.
Carolina had better numbers across the board this season that were
driven by high-end talent and depth that Nashville will have a very difficult
time matching. There aren’t many answers in the Predators lineup for
what the Hurricanes will throw at them. And while depending on
goaltending got them this far, Nashville meets their match in that
department against the Hurricanes.
With all that being said, the two teams did play a relatively tight five-onfive game during the regular season. On paper, it looks like a heavy
mismatch and special teams might make it so, but at even strength,
Nashville might be able to hang with Carolina if the season series was
any indication. This one has the potential to get interesting if the
Predators’ best players find a resurgence elixir somehow and Saros
outduels Mrazek by a substantial margin, but all signs point to Carolina
coming out on top.
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Nashville Predators are still chasing 2017, and these playoffs set up
similarly

Gentry Estes
Nashville Tennessean

Sean Henry still has the emails from 2017.
They’re a lot like the emails the Nashville Predators’ president and CEO
received earlier this season. The ones that were calling for everyone to
be fired and players to be traded or cut, typically with a colorful array of
“not very kind words,” Henry said with a laugh.
So no, this hockey season hasn’t been the most enjoyable for Henry, as
seasons go.
But neither was 2017.
Prior to their indelible run to the Stanley Cup Final, those Predators
barely even got in the playoffs. Hardly anyone expected them to get past
the top-seeded Chicago Blackhawks in the opening round. Prior to that
series, in fact, Nashville’s expectations were so measured that the
Predators were having to work hard just to sell out Bridgestone Arena’s
first two playoff games.
“Now when people look back on that year,” Henry said, “they talk about
the greatest year ever, the most fun year ever. They just go on and on
and romanticized it so much.” And yet, that Predators fan who was
seething in disappointment just a few months ago “was the same guy
that did it in 2017 but at the end of the year was hugging everyone,”
Henry added.
“That, to me, is somewhat of a similarity to this year.”
You have to admit it. There are similarities. Those looking for reasons to
expect the unexpected again from the playoff Predators can note that the
setup in 2017 does resemble the 2021 team’s improbably heroic run of
form these past two months.
Whatever mystical forces continued to line up in those 2017 playoffs –
the magic and mojo and momentum and catfish – the Predators will need
all of them again in 2021.
As of Wednesday, BetMGM had the Predators at 35-to-1 odds to win the
Stanley Cup. That tied them with the Winnipeg Jets as the longest of the
long shots in the 16-team bracket, given about a 2.8% chance. The
Predators’ opening-round opponent, the Central Division’s No. 1 seed
Carolina Hurricanes, was listed at close to 7-to-1.
Oddsmakers aren’t putting any stock in the final two games of the regular
season at Bridgestone, and they shouldn't.
Just like at the past week for the Hurricanes. After dominating the
Predators all season, they ended up playing an unwilling role in two
magnificent nights at Bridgestone. They barely lost to let the Predators
celebrate clinching a playoff spot Saturday, and then Monday’s shutout
loss – with players resting – made for Pekka Rinne’s emotional,
presumed sendoff.
The Hurricanes had to endure all this, and they’ve since gotten to chew
on it for a while.
Best believe they’ll be in Category 5 temper when the playoff series
finally begins.

That said, the odds don’t mean as much in the Stanley Cup playoffs.
Hockey is different from most professional sports – baseball might be the
closest, and even its randomness pales in comparison – in how
unpredictable its postseason is each year. Every team legitimately can
feel it has a chance.
Because it’s not as much which team is better as which team happens to
be playing best at that time.
So why not these Predators? They’ve got a hot goaltender in Juuse
Saros. They’ve been dealing with playoff-level pressure for weeks now.
They’ve been playing their best for the past two months just to overcome
their own awful start to the season and manage to squeeze into the
postseason.
Again, kind of like in 2017.
Years later, that memory continues to both delight and taunt the
Predators. It created new expectations by showing what might be
possible, and yet it was ultimately unsatisfying. The Predators didn’t win
the Stanley Cup. They got just close enough to taste it. Thus the bar was
raised for subsequent teams, whether their talent level justified that or not
– and I’m not sure it ever did.
The Predators weren’t that good for much of 2017. And yet, they are still
chasing 2017, despite the fact that 2017 was an exception.
After Saturday night’s victory clinched a playoff spot, the NHL put out this
fact: Since their first playoff berth in 2004, the Predators have made the
postseason 14 times. Only one NHL team – the Pittsburgh Penguins (15)
– had done that more often.
Yet during that same timeframe, the Penguins have won the Cup three
more times than the Predators’ zero. That's why the Predators, despite
all those playoffs appearances, aren't generally viewed as a member of
the NHL’s upper crust. They haven’t won the big prize. Their playoff
frustration has been routine, even after producing better regular seasons
than in 2017.
Doesn’t matter. All that counts is what happens now – in the playoffs.
The Predators know that as well as any franchise. All they’ve earned this
season is another opportunity to recapture what made 2017 so special –
and then eclipse it.
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2021 NHL playoff preview: Predators vs. Hurricanes

By Dom Luszczyszyn
May 12, 2021

If only things were back to normal with arenas at full capacity. Carolina
and Nashville have two of the league’s most passionate fan bases
creating raucous crowds and absolutely electric atmospheres. The two
teams are right near the top of the league in that department, nearly
neck-and-neck with each other.
The actual on-ice matchup likely won’t be that close. Carolina handily
won a very competitive Central Division and has looked like one of the
very best teams in hockey all season. Nashville has done well in the
season’s second half, miraculously climbing out of an early season hole
to make the playoffs, but there is still a rather wide chasm between these
two clubs.
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This is a mismatch and the proof is in the games the teams have already
played against each other.
Series odds
Matchup adjustment takes into account each player’s Game Score
against this specific opponent as well as his Game Score over the last six
weeks.
It took seven tries for the Predators to beat the Hurricanes this season,
and that happened on one of the final nights of the season when Carolina
no longer had anything to really play for. The Predators won another
meaningless matchup two nights later when both teams rested a plethora
of starters, but for the most part, this has been the Carolina show. The
two wins against Carolina to close the season did help lessen Nashville’s
matchup disadvantage slightly, but it’s still an extra 3.3 percentage points
in Carolina’s favour.
Underdogs come through all the time and 35 percent is hardly a death
sentence; in all honesty, it’s a lot better than I expected. The Predators
already faced much longer odds this season just to make the playoffs.
Before this weekend’s games, the odds were even steeper (closer to 30
percent), but Carolina is still rightfully the expected winner here with a
five-, six- or seven-game series all being equally likely.
The Hurricanes are deeper on paper, finished higher in the standings,
had stronger underlying numbers down the stretch and owned the headto-head matchup during the season. There aren’t many reasons to like
the Predators here and they will be in tough to pull off the upset, but
Nashville won’t be a pushover. Despite the lopsided head-to-head
record, the games were closer than they appear.
Season stats
Across the board, the Hurricanes were just plain better this year, which is
to be expected given the seeding. Carolina was better at five-on-five,
playing a high-event style that worked in the team’s favour given their
weak finishing and strong goaltending. Nashville allowed fewer expected
goals against but didn’t generate anywhere near the same amount of
chances the other way. That led to a five percentage point edge in
expected goals, though the edge in actual goals was tighter due in part to
Carolina’s lack of finishing ability.
The difference on special teams is much more substantial and it’s here
where Carolina will likely do the most damage. The Hurricanes are the
league’s best overall team in that area, earning the second-best goal rate
on both the power play and penalty kill this season. Nashville, on the
other hand, was bottom 10 in both.
That turned out to be the team’s demise during the season series as the
Predators actually kept the attempts and chances closer than one might
expect at even strength (though that’s slightly obfuscated by the last
couple of games). Despite being a below-average expected goals team,
they kept the Hurricanes under their season average when the two went
head-to-head at five-on-five. The power play was an entirely different
story and it’s the main reason Carolina went 6-2-0 against Nashville this
season.
The Predators have a pretty pitiful power play for the year, but that
reached new lows against Carolina where they only generated 4.4
expected goals and 3.6 actual goals per 60. The latter mark is almost half
their season total. The penalty kill was an even bigger disaster as they
allowed 7.7 expected goals and nearly double the actual goals per 60.
Scoring 14.5 goals per 60 is a very high rate, one that led to a 34.6
percent success rate. Keeping Carolina in check at five-on-five means
nothing if the special teams are that horrendous.
Power plays can be notoriously streaky, though, and that gives Nashville
an avenue to success. It’ll be an exceptionally difficult one to accomplish
given the series results, but the Predators should have a fighting chance
if they can stop the Hurricanes’ power play and generate something the
other way.

A lot of people figure the team will need Juuse Saros to steal the series
as he’s been doing marvellously during the second half, and that’s
correct to an extent given Carolina’s power-play prowess. But the
Hurricanes are also one of the few teams where Nashville doesn’t have
the edge between the pipes. The two teams finished first and second in
five-on-five save percentage this year with next to nothing separating
them. If that continues, Nashville will need more than Saros to come out
ahead — and that’s where a path to victory becomes a bit more difficult
to envision with the talent the team has at its disposal.
Roster breakdown
Matchup adjustment takes into account each player’s Game Score
against this specific opponent as well as his Game Score over the last six
weeks. The numbers may be slightly skewed as a result of ice-time
allocation.
Before the season started this model was very high on both Petr Mrazek
and Saros, much to the ire of some Canadiens fans who figured the
thought of either of them being better than Carey Price was audacious.
Mrazek only suited up for 12 games, but had a .923 save percentage in
that time frame, saving 10 goals above expected. That’s almost one per
game. Saros was just as hot in the season’s second half and finished the
season with a .927 save percentage, saving seven goals above
expected. They were in fact two of the league’s top goalies and big
reasons either team is in this position.
Carolina has the slightest edge here (especially considering Alex
Nedeljkovic is rated just as highly as Mrazek and can step in if Mrazek
falters) which doesn’t bode well for the Predators. Saros is the team’s
biggest strength and he’ll need to be the best goalie in the series for
Nashville to have a chance, but that doesn’t seem to be the likeliest
scenario here. With goaltending, “likely” is always a crapshoot, but it’s
never a good thing when a team’s biggest strength is still a step below
the team it’s facing.
Across the rest of the lineup, Nashville lacks the high-end talent to keep
up with the Hurricanes, both up front and on the back end. The depth is
there, sure, but depth isn’t going to win a playoff series when there are
colossal differences in top of the lineup talent.
At forward, Carolina’s top line is very much one to fear, especially since
Teuvo Teravainen has returned from injury. In the eight games since
where all three played, the trio has dominated with a 59 percent expected
goals rate, outscoring opponents 8-4 at five-on-five. Sebastian Aho and
Andrei Svechnikov have been a terrific pair all season, putting up a 56
percent expected goals percentage without Teravainen, but there’s no
doubt his playmaking and defensive ability adds an extra boost. The top
line was incredible during last year’s playoffs and they’re looking to pick
up right where they left off during this postseason.
Aho, in particular, has been red hot down the stretch, scoring 24 points in
his last 19 games, which ranks third leaguewide over the time frame.
That’s put him above a point-per-game pace for the season and while he
may not be at the level of Connor McDavid or Auston Matthews, he’s an
elite talent thanks to his play-driving ability. He’s the type of top centre
that teams can win a Stanley Cup with.
The problem in previous seasons for Carolina was the depth behind the
top line and down the middle behind Aho specifically. It was good, but not
great. That’s changed this season thanks to the resurgence of Vincent
Trocheck, who has looked a lot closer to his peak self in his first full
season as a Hurricane. He’s projected for two wins here, but played
closer to a three-win rate this season, resembling his peak from 2015 to
2017 in Florida. Injuries derailed his play since and he was on a worrying
trajectory when Carolina acquired him at last year’s deadline, but it’s safe
to say he’s back. Trocheck scored 43 points in 47 games this season and
was one of the team’s top play drivers. When a team’s first and secondline centres can both put up a 56 percent expected goals rate and earn
over 60 percent of the actual goals, they’re going to be in a good spot.
It helps to have lineup consistency throughout the year and Trocheck
found some strong chemistry early with Nino Niederreiter and Martin
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Necas. The trio created one of the league’s best and most unheralded
second lines. Niederreiter continued his play-driving excellence thanks to
his offensive zone ability and got back up to a 30-goal pace. The speedy
Necas was an absolute revelation in his second season, scoring at a 63point pace while unsurprisingly being the team’s most efficient player at
entering the zone with control. He did struggle against the Predators this
season, though, with just three points and a 37 percent expected goals
rate in eight games.
Overall, the trio clicked and it allowed the Hurricanes to keep that
terrifying top line intact (when Teravainen was healthy) as they finally had
the requisite depth to allow it. It also allowed the team to establish an
annoying checking line that doesn’t have the pressure of providing
secondary offense (though still has the ability to), headlined by Jordan
Staal and Warren Foegele. Staal and Foegele are the team’s best
forecheckers and will be a pain in the butt during the playoffs, grinding
down opponents hard. Staal fits a lot better as the third-line centre on a
contender rather than the 2C. Though he had a productive scoring
season, his on-ice numbers were his weakest in a long time. The
Hurricanes’ expected goal difference was 0.4 per 60 better with Staal on
the bench, the first time since 2011-12 that Staal has been in the
negatives. He has the capacity to be better and showed that against
Nashville this season with a 64 percent expected goals rate to go with
five points in six games.
It’s a deep top nine with a clear hierarchy of ability. The Predators’ top
nine is much more of a mixed bag — spreading the wealth to create the
illusion of depth, masking the lack of high-end talent. With the current
lineup formation, the Predators don’t really have a top line, they have
three lines that look far too close to what Carolina puts out as its third
line. That’s … a problem.
The Predators have a number of forwards with recognizable track
records, the issue is that aside from Filip Forsberg, none of them appear
to be very good anymore — at least not to their previous level. After a
down year in 2019-20, there was an expectation of a bounce-back for a
number of the team’s top offensive players. Instead, there was further
degradation. Forsberg led the team with 32 points in 39 games, which is
roughly par for the course for him, but everyone else with any semblance
of offensive expectations failed to deliver. Viktor Arvidsson had 25 points
in 50 games (41-point pace) though to his credit 10 of those were in his
last 15 games. More alarming are the team’s highest-paid forwards:
Ryan Johansen had 21 points in 48 games (36-point pace) this season
while Matt Duchene somehow managed just 13 points in 34 games (31point pace).
The latter two are especially disappointing because they’re supposed to
be the team’s top two centres and they cost $8 million a year each to
combine to be about as productive as Trocheck. Duchene has had some
very bad luck this year and is still the team’s best player off the rush. He
shouldn’t be saddled to the third line, but a 52.3 percent expected goals
rate doesn’t scream dominance, either. Johansen has been out-chanced
at five-on-five for the second straight season and was particularly weak
against Carolina this season.
The top nine feels like a mish-mash of throwing things at a wall and
seeing what sticks. The entire second line, and Duchene’s presence on
the third line, speaks volumes about what coach John Hynes values:
goals. Duchene’s PDO has been in the toilet all season and he’s seen his
ice time crater as a result. The second line was put together in midMarch and has stayed together despite an ugly 42 percent expected
goals percentage together. Miraculously outscoring opponents 16-7 will
do that for you. It’s working for now as Hynes rides the hot hand, but that
only stays true for so long. It’s only a matter of time before the clock
strikes midnight on those percentages and Nashville better hope it’s not
during this series because whichever of the top two Carolina lines that
gets that matchup will likely eat it alive. Svechnikov and Aho already
have expected goals shares north of 62 percent against Nashville this
year, so the team has already had plenty of trouble keeping the top line
at bay. That second line likely won’t be the answer.

I’m not sure there’s a combination of forwards here that would be the
answer. The best trio Nashville can make still wouldn’t be as good as
Carolina’s second line, let alone its first — and it would only leave the
rest of the lineup more vulnerable. This looks like it’ll be a matchup
nightmare for the Predators, who don’t look like they have the answers to
solve Carolina’s high-end depth. Only four players in the top nine had a
positive expected goals percentage this season and that was led by
Arvidsson at 53 percent. That would rank 11th among Carolina’s
forwards. Forsberg was the only imposing force against Carolina this
year in terms of tilting the ice and he still only managed three points in six
games. This is going to be an uphill battle, though Duchene returning to
form would certainly help.
Things are a bit closer on the back end where both teams are led by a
clear top three, and while Nashville indeed has some strong defensive
talent, it once again pales in comparison to what Carolina can offer.
There aren’t many teams that can match the triumvirate of Roman Josi,
Ryan Ellis and Mattias Ekholm, but unfortunately for the Predators,
Carolina is one of them. The comparison may have been in Nashville’s
favour last season when Josi won the Norris Trophy and Ellis was
playing similarly well when healthy, but it’s completely flipped this
season.
Dougie Hamilton was right there with Josi in the Norris Trophy race last
year before getting injured and he’s managed to stay in that top tier this
season. By GSVA, Hamilton ranks third in defencemen value this year
behind only Adam Fox and Devon Toews. He puts up points with the
best of them, handles tough minutes well and drives play better than any
other defender in the league. The Hurricanes have enjoyed a 57 percent
expected goals rate of better in each season Hamilton has been on the
team and a 62 percent goal rate in each of the last two. At five-on-five,
it’s hard to find a more valuable defenceman and it’s no coincidence that
Carolina’s power play started to take off once Hamilton became the top
option for it.
Josi was incredible at five-on-five last year, but a lot of that was on him
enjoying some fortunate percentages at both ends of the ice that were
likely outside his control. There’s a massive difference between his 62
percent goal rate from last year and 45 percent from this year, but not
much when it comes to expected goals where he’s been steady at 52-53
percent in each season. Those percentages play a big role in shaping
perception. Per the model, Josi isn’t as bad as his numbers this season,
but he’s also not as good as he was last season. There are very few
defenders who can move the puck up ice as well as Josi, but this year
that hasn’t translated to elite results.
In the battle of No. 1 defencemen, Carolina gets the edge. It wasn’t even
close head-to-head. Josi had one goal in five games and a 44 percent
expected goals rate, good for an average Game Score of 0.10. Hamilton
led the Hurricanes at 1.38, thanks to seven points in seven games and a
61 percent expected goals rate.
Outside of the obvious Hamilton vs. Josi battle is the one featuring a
quartet of the league’s most underrated defencemen, with similar
qualities on each side. Jaccob Slavin and Ellis round out the top pairs to
the superstar partners, providing a quietly staunch defensive presence
that allows Hamilton and Josi to do their thing. They both play a
dependable 200-foot game while staying out of the box, a very difficult
thing to do for their role. On the second pair, both Brett Pesce and
Ekholm don’t earn the same praise as the top two defenders on their
teams, but they are both defensive stalwarts with a surprising ability to
drive offence, capable of manning their own pair. The quartet would
normally be equal in value, but the matchup/recency adjustment skews
things back toward Carolina. Slavin has been a rock on the top pair
against Nashville while Pesce has quietly been one of the league’s best
defenders down the stretch, posting a 61 percent expected goals rate
while chipping in eight points in his last 22 games. By average Game
Score, he’s seventh among defencemen in that time frame. The
Nashville duo has both been out-chanced during that stretch.
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Brady Skjei rounds out the top four for Carolina and his low rating here
likely requires some explanation. He’s been a capable top-four player for
the Hurricanes this year, but the model seems to be giving a lot of credit
for that to Pesce. While Skjei’s expected and actual goals percentage are
both above break-even, his relative numbers were fairly negative this
season. Skjei looks a lot better than the numbers give him credit for and,
according to data tracked by Corey Sznajder, this year he was one of
Carolina’s best puck-movers from the back end. That’s a welcome
development given Skjei was a turnover machine in New York. He really
cleaned that up this year, but there’s still some reason for skepticism
regarding his value.

One team will emerge at the end and hold aloft the Stanley Cup, their
names inscribed on the trophy forever. The rest will wonder in varying
degrees where it all went wrong or how they fell short.

The third pair isn’t much to write home about on either side, but that’s par
for the course for most teams. I’m not sure what it’ll take to get Jake
Gardiner in the lineup, but he seems to still be one of Carolina’s six best
defencemen. His numbers have returned right to normal this year and his
presence would give Carolina a boost. Nashville has a ton of options for
the third pair and the one listed is by far the best case scenario. If the
Predators opt for one or both of Erik Gudbranson or Ben Harpur, they’re
going to have a bad time and their odds will drop by a sizeable margin.
Their lineup already has very little room for error.

Taylor Hall, forward, Boston Bruins

The bottom line
Fancy math is unnecessary to make sense of any David vs. Goliath
matchup and this series is no different. Carolina was one of the best
teams this year while Nashville needed a small miracle to make the
playoffs. The Hurricanes are relatively heavy favourites and it would be
difficult to find anyone that would disagree with that.
Carolina had better numbers across the board this season that were
driven by high-end talent and depth that Nashville will have a very difficult
time matching. There aren’t many answers in the Predators lineup for
what the Hurricanes will throw at them. And while depending on
goaltending got them this far, Nashville meets their match in that
department against the Hurricanes.
With all that being said, the two teams did play a relatively tight five-onfive game during the regular season. On paper, it looks like a heavy
mismatch and special teams might make it so, but at even strength,
Nashville might be able to hang with Carolina if the season series was
any indication. This one has the potential to get interesting if the
Predators’ best players find a resurgence elixir somehow and Saros
outduels Mrazek by a substantial margin, but all signs point to Carolina
coming out on top.
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The Athletic / NHL hot seat WATCH: The players, coaches and GMs with
the most on the line

By Scott Burnside May 13, 2021

All of what has transpired in the past five months may indeed be a oneoff for the NHL. The four divisions. The divisional-only play. The COVID19 shortened 56-game regular season.
Doesn’t mean the pressure is any different for the 16 teams that have
qualified for the 2021 Stanley Cup playoffs. And frankly, it doesn’t change
the pressure the 15 teams that didn’t qualify for the playoffs face moving
into what will feel like a very brief offseason.
That’s because there are certain constants regardless of what the NHL
looks like.

The introspection is as inevitable as it is uncomfortable for organizations
and for the individuals within those organizations because expectations
are part of the fabric of the game. And this is the time of the NHL season
when expectations are at their peak.
We like to call it the hot seat.
Who’s on the hot seat at this pivotal point in the 2020-21 NHL season?
Glad you asked.

Taylor Hall is like a guest-host on my “hot seat” lists. That’s what
happens when you’re a first overall pick and a Hart Trophy winner and
you still can’t find an NHL home after a decade. But Hall is one of the
feel-good stories of this most peculiar of seasons having been rescued
from the dumpster fire that is Buffalo and fitting in seamlessly with the
Bruins. He doesn’t have to be “the” guy just “a” guy on a team that has
surged through the East Division standings since the trade deadline. Hall
will help take the pressure off the Bruins’ top line and if he continues to
produce at the level that has seen him score eight times and collect 14
points in 16 games as a Bruin, he could be in line for the playoff success
that has eluded him throughout his career. He’s played in just 14
postseason games which is, frankly, more than a little mindboggling. If
the Bruins are one and done, though, does it mean Hall, playing on his
fourth team since the start of last season, will once again be looking for a
new home come free agency time? Well, that’s a different narrative
altogether.
Dominique Ducharme, head coach, Montreal Canadiens
Loved the piece penned recently by Arpon Basu regarding the
challenges of taking over the Montreal coaching job in the manner interim
coach Dominique Ducharme did following the firing of Claude Julien in
February. Ducharme coached his first NHL game without the benefit of a
practice and it has gone from there. It would be charitable to suggest the
Canadiens enter the playoffs playing an uneven brand of hockey. Were it
not for the poor play of Calgary and Vancouver they might have missed
the playoffs entirely given their own inconsistency. They will enter the
playoffs as one of just two teams with a negative goal differential (St.
Louis is the other). The loss of Carey Price to injury has complicated
things and the Habs do look to be getting healthy at just the right time.
Still, the term “honeymoon period” doesn’t really exist in the playbook of
Canadiens fans, management or ownership so if the Habs are bounced
in the first round against Toronto, and especially if they do not put up a
valiant effort, it’s hard to imagine there won’t be a coaching vacancy in
Montreal. If that’s how this plays out it’s also entirely possible there’ll be a
new GM that hires the next Montreal coach. So as you can see, not
much on the line in Montreal in the coming days.
Kevyn Adams, GM, Buffalo Sabres
Let’s be honest, there were a few moments during the last month of the
regular season when you thought, you know, maybe there’s some hope
for this team in Buffalo. And good on interim head coach Don Granato
and journeyman netminder Michael Houser for those feelings, as brief as
they might have been. Because the reality is this is still a tire fire of an
organization and rookie GM Kevyn Adams has to decide on a coach,
which is sort of an appetizer before tending to restricted free agent Sam
Reinhart and captain Jack Eichel, both of whom gave the opposite of a
vote of confidence that they’d be back with the Sabres in their exit media
availabilities. Eichel is the key. He’s the captain and he’s owed $10
million annually through 2025-26. He can be moved wherever Adams
would like to move him — our guess is Los Angeles — but he’s got to
make the deal work with a collection of NHL-ready young players. The
reality is that the return for one or both of those players will likely be far
less than market value — that’s what happens when you’re backed into a
corner as Adams is — but the key will be seeing beyond the immediate
return to what the return might become. In short, more crucial days for
this hard-luck franchise.
Jarmo Kekalainen, GM, Columbus Blue Jackets
Not much on Kekalainen’s to-do list. Find a replacement for polarizing
head coach John Tortorella, sign disgruntled restricted free Patrik Laine,
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extend cornerstone defensemen Seth Jones and Zach Werenski, and
likely trade one of his two starting goaltenders. And, oh yeah, he’d like to
get it all done by the end of the draft on July 24 if he can swing that. In
short, this may be the most important offseason in Blue Jackets history
and everything runs through Kekalainen’s office.

as underdogs against Edmonton, which isn’t a bad place to start, and
expectations will be low for a team that, on paper, should match up well
against the Oilers regardless of their dismal regular-season record
against them. But if there’s an upset to be had it’ll be because Wheeler is
leading the charge.

Evgeny Kuznetsov, forward, Washington Capitals

Victor Hedman, defenseman, Tampa Bay Lightning

The Kuznetsov ship may have already sailed in Washington given a
series of poor decisions dating back to testing positive for cocaine at the
World Championship in 2019 which earned him an international ban and
a three-game NHL suspension for “inappropriate conduct.” This season
has further muddied the waters as he has twice landed on the COVID-19
protocol list as well as being punished by the Caps for tardiness. In short,
Kuznetsov has proven to be a bit of a mess. His nine goals ranked 10th
on the Caps, which is what happens when you’re not playing or not at
your best. Our Pierre LeBrun reported the Capitals are already prepared
to listen to calls from other teams interested in Kuznetsov, who is under
contract through 2024-25 at a $7.8 million cap hit. He also has a limited
no-trade clause. But here’s the thing. When Kuznetsov is going and
motivated, he’s a force. The Capitals appear to have some of their old
swagger back after being one-and-done in 2019 and 2020 but have a
mighty task in Boston in the first round. If Kuznetsov can summon his
non-mess self the Capitals will be a handful. If not, he should probably
pack his bags.

When you’re a Norris Trophy winner and the defending playoff MVP not
sure “hot seat” really applies but for Victor Hedman, this playoff run
looms large. He’s likely going to win a second Norris but it’s fair to say his
play has not been at traditional Hedman heights. Lingering injuries? He
missed some time in the final days of the regular season but that may
have been as much load management ahead of what promises to be a
terrific first-round series against the Panthers. Maybe it was just life after
a long bubble run last summer that saw Hedman’s play ebb and flow
more than we’ve seen in the past. What is undeniable is that the
Lightning will begin their Cup defense on the road thanks to a lateseason swoon against a red-hot, highly motivated Florida team. The
return of Steven Stamkos and Nikita Kucherov from injury is critical for
Tampa. Of course. But as it was last summer, it will be the play of
Hedman that, for us, will ultimately decide whether the Lightning emerge
from the Central Division and take a solid run at back-to-back Cup wins.

Craig Berube, head coach, St. Louis Blues

As magical as it’s been to watch Connor McDavid lay waste to everyone
en route to a runaway Art Ross Trophy and what we expect will be a
similar runaway selection as the Hart Trophy winner, the bigger question
on the eve of the playoffs is whether the Oilers can emerge from the
North Division let alone take a serious run at a Cup without significant
depth contributions. That brings us to another first overall pick, Ryan
Nugent-Hopkins, who has in a most unassuming manner come to a
crossroads as it relates to his future in Edmonton. A pending unrestricted
free agent, Nugent-Hopkins can play center or wing, he can kill penalties,
take draws and all the rest. He is a terrific complementary player even if
he has not fortified his case statistically this season tallying just 15 times
and winning fewer than 45 percent of his faceoffs. Does a strong playoff
change how Edmonton GM Ken Holland views Nugent-Hopkins and his
continued presence in an Oilers jersey? Does a strong playoff enhance
his value as it relates to Seattle, perhaps, or an emerging team like the
Rangers if he hits the open market?

There is certainly lots of reasoning and rationalizing you can do in
explaining a wildly up and down season for the Blues. And it sure isn’t
Berube’s fault that Alex Pietrangelo signed in Vegas and that Torey Krug
struggled to find a groove with the Blues and then got hurt. And it’s not
Berube’s fault that pretty much everyone else in the Blues lineup, and
especially among the defense corps, took turns in sickbay. But this team
is flat out too good to be as inconsistent and at times disinterested as
they were. And they’re lucky the West Division is chock-a-block with
floundering teams or they might have missed the playoffs. This is
basically the same team, with Krug swapped out for Pietrangelo and
minus Jay Bouwmeester, that beat Boston in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup
Final two years ago. They looked passive in losing to Vancouver in the
first round in the Edmonton bubble last summer and if that style of play
leads them to another lackluster first-round exit, can’t see how GM Doug
Armstrong, never afraid to make the hard call, doesn’t look for someone
else to try and get this deep, talented Blues roster back on track.
Andrei Svechnikov, forward, Carolina Hurricanes
There was a 21-game stretch in the middle of the season, from Feb. 7 to
March 18, where Svechnikov scored just two goals. By the end of the
season, he was back in a familiar groove and finished with 15 goals and
42 points, tied for third on the team. This is as good a team as the
Hurricanes have ever had. Better, perhaps, than the one that won the
franchise’s first and only Stanley Cup in 2006. And there is something
about the blend of speed, skill and ferociousness that Svechnikov brings
to the table that sets him apart from most of his teammates and many in
the league and that will be crucial to this team making good on its
enormous promise. Still impossibly young at 21, this postseason is a line
in the sand of sorts for Svechnikov. To be at his best he’ll need to find
that line between physical beast and emotionally reckless because
Svechnikov is prone to a lack of discipline and opponents and referees
know this. If he can toe that line this may be a summer to remember in
Raleigh.
Blake Wheeler, forward, Winnipeg Jets
Been a bit of a weird season for the Jets captain and by extension for the
entire Jets roster as they have lurched their way to the postseason for
the fourth straight year. Remember when head coach Paul Maurice had
to defend Wheeler because his analytics numbers suggested he was
playing poorly? And with two games left in the regular season, Wheeler
had earned a whopper minus-23 rating. even though it’s a flawed stat,
that’s still a big number for an important player on a playoff team.
Wheeler’s goal totals weren’t where they should be, either, as he had 13
goals heading into the team’s final two games. For us, Wheeler is the
heartbeat of this Jets team and we saw some of that in his four-point
performance against Vancouver that helped lock down third place in the
North Division. The emotional, sometimes caustic, captain has the tools
and the disposition to upend a series. The Jets will start the postseason

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, forward, Edmonton Oilers

Brad Treliving, GM, Calgary Flames
The Flames once again surprised no one by underachieving and turning
in a lethargic and mostly maddening campaign that sees them once
again on the outside of the playoff picture looking in. Yes, they won a
play-in round last summer against injury-ravaged Winnipeg but they
haven’t won an actual playoff round since 2015 and in fact, have won just
one playoff round since advancing to Game 7 of the 2004 Stanley Cup
Final. What do they say about folks who do the same thing over and over
and expect different results? That’s the Flames. So, does Treliving
survive and get a shot at deconstructing this lineup? Has he already
made an egregious error in unearthing Darryl Sutter and installing him as
head coach with a three-year deal? The immediate results under Sutter
suggest the answer is yes. And if it’s Treliving’s job still, who goes?
Johnny Gaudreau is an obvious candidate. Sean Monahan? Who else?
Calgary fans, numb to the same old, same old, can certainly be excused
for hoping this offseason is different.
Jack Campbell, goaltender, Toronto Maple Leafs
Hey, who doesn’t love the Jack Campbell story? Look up pressure in the
dictionary and there is Campbell’s smiling face. Campbell, 29, isn’t the
starter just because Frederik Andersen got hurt (although Andersen’s
injury did open the door to Campbell’s renaissance) but rather because
he’s earned the right to be the starter as the Maple Leafs face the
Canadiens in the playoffs for the first time since 1979. With a 17-2-2
record with two games left in the Leafs’ regular season, a .923 save
percentage, 2.11 GAA and an impressive ranking leaguewide in
advanced goaltending stats, Campbell is the real deal. Unless he’s not.
The Leafs have had the second-best goaltending in each of their playoff
losses over the past four seasons. In the past three, they have lost in
deciding games in part because they didn’t get critical saves. Is
Campbell, who has never played a single minute of NHL playoff action,
the guy to stop that trend? Did we mention pressure?
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The Athletic / Kenny Mayne unplugged: On why he’s leaving ESPN, what
the future holds and a business pitch for Michael Jordan

By Richard Deitsch May 12, 2021

Kenny Mayne is on the phone. He sounds, well, like Kenny Mayne.
Deadpan. Funny. Relaxed. He’s just finished dinner and informs the
caller that it was grilled chicken, steak tips, sweet potatoes and cucumber
and tomato salad. “Pretty healthy overall, although maybe not the rolls,”
Mayne says.
On Monday, Mayne announced on his Twitter feed that he is leaving
ESPN. He and management could not agree on salary terms, and you’ll
read about that below. Mayne joined ESPN in 1994 and hosted
SportsCenter through multiple generations of sports fans. He is one of
the quirkiest on-air figures at the company, including producing and
starring in an original scripted series on ESPN.com titled Mayne Street,
where he played himself in a fictionalized version of life at the center of
sports television (That show also featured Aubrey Plaza, who has gone
to boldfaced name fame.)
Since the news hit, Mayne says that he has been inundated with calls,
texts and emails from well-wishers, as well as other entities interested in
hiring him. His ESPN contract officially ends May 31. His last show is
scheduled for May 24. On Tuesday night we spoke for about 35 minutes.
Here is a lightly edited transcript of the conversation.
Why are you no longer working at ESPN?
The reason I am not there? We could not come to an agreement to keep
me working there. They made an offer and I wasn’t exactly flattered and
decided to reject it.
So you were asked to take a pay cut, and you were not comfortable with
what they offered?
It was a significant pay cut. It was a big pay cut to do essentially the
same job. It was a 14 percent reduction in time worked and a 61 percent
reduction in money earned. I thought the variance was too much. I’m not
asking anyone to feel sorry for me. It’s my choice to stay or not stay. It
was still a good amount of money in the real world. I’m not trying to frame
this as woe for me. Nothing like that. I just think I can do better
elsewhere. So I told them that I feel like you’ve got a certain over-under
on my worth and I’m going to go play the over. They did not seem to care
that I made that choice.
What was their reaction to you turning their offer down?
They said they understood that I would do it and, you know, it’s just
business and things like that. They didn’t try to do a car deal with me. It
wasn’t like, “What would you take?” It was, “Here’s your offer.” I turned it
down, and we started the exit procedure.
I heard you on Dan Le Batard’s podcast and you sounded clear and at
ease with the decision. Is there any part of you that is surprised how your
long tenure with this place ended?
I was surprised it went the way it went, but I’m OK with it. I think they
might have done me a favor, actually. There are other things out there
that might make me happier and might even be more lucrative. I’m not
trying to rationalize the whole thing or trying to make myself, my wife or
my kids feel better. It’s like what I said on Dan’s show. It felt like a
liberation week. My daughter said to me, “Dad, you have been talking
about this since I was like 9.” She’ll be 22 soon.
None of this is said with any malice. I wish them well. Most of my friends
are there. I’m not bitter or in some big battle with ESPN. It didn’t work out
for me. They made a choice. They put a number on my worth to them.
I’ve been pitching many other things and to do more things for them, and
they weren’t interested in those things. So it was just kind of time.

I thought of doing this for a couple of different contracts and it wasn’t as
good a market as it is right now to be a free agent. Right now it seems to
be a good time based on the incoming calls. Previously, it would have
been, “What the hell am I going to do? Make a movie? Sell pencils?” In
those cases my negotiation point or tactic was, “They will come up to the
point where I would say, ‘how can I leave,’ because that is too good a
deal and I like my job.” This time that didn’t happen. Their deal wasn’t
good enough for me to have to take it. It was bad enough to not take it.
(Former ESPN anchor) Charley Steiner called me, which was so sweet of
him. He was a mentor way back when I worked with him. He’s always
been good counsel, a good guy. He told me this fun little story about his
father teaching him a lesson about what is success — when you feel
comfortable with what you’re doing and it has nothing to do with
possessions or how much something is. It’s just the ability to say no to
something and go follow your heart to something else.
Dan Patrick, Le Batard, Bill Simmons, Trey Wingo and many, many
others have left ESPN and have found not just success outside of it, but
greater success after leaving ESPN. If that didn’t factor in your decision,
have you since reflected on the possibilities that are out there?
I mean, a little bit. Trey and I just spoke recently and he gave me some
input to have confidence. Going backwards, I didn’t know what was going
to be offered or what the back and forth might be. I knew there was a
whole bunch of people who have done well and maybe even better when
they left. But it wasn’t like I picked one of them. It was more I know there
are other things out there.
But again, previous to this deal, every deal I got I was kind of like, “This is
a pretty good deal.” I’d look at it like, you know, my dad made 40 grand
working at the airport all his life. I have a good life and we make more
than most people, and more than I ever thought I would make. And the
money wasn’t the be-all of it anyway. I looked at it in perspective. I liked
my job. It is fun. And I get to do commercials on the side. I was very
involved in the ESPN commercial-making operation. I think they’ll miss
me more than the production side. It’s still fun being on TV and saying
silly things over highlights. That’s still a fun job. But I think once
(executive vice president) Norby (Williamson) made the initial offer, I was
pretty much gone. I knew they weren’t going to agree to what my counter
was going to be, but they never even really listened to my counter.
You are the rare person who got to see everybody say glowing things
about you on Twitter while still alive. I don’t know how much you followed
it but you trended nationally, your colleagues and viewers said incredibly
nice things about you. Twenty-four hours later, what are your thoughts on
that?
(Deadpan) I was disappointed that more people didn’t care.
Ha. I hear you. So true.
(Laughs) I think you know that (my wife) Gretchen and I have this small
foundation called Run Freely. I put out tweets all the time about what we
are doing for veterans and trying to get people to donate. Sometimes I
will be so disappointed at the response and I will mock my own audience.
So I seriously had no idea what the reaction would be. Since this whole
thing started, I was thinking how I wanted to write just one tweet. I
thought the vending machine section was pretty solid, personally.
I AM LEAVING ESPN.
SALARY CAP CASUALTY.
THANKS FOR THE OPPORTUNITY VINCE DORIA & AL JAFFE & FOR
TAKING MY SOLICITATIONS
HERMAN/STINTON/LYNCH.
I WILL MISS THE PEOPLE.
I WILL MISS THE VENDING MACHINE SET UP OVER BY THE OLD
VAN PELT JOINT.
WE HAD EVERYTHING.
INTOTHEGREATWIDEOPEN#
— KENNY MAYNE (@KENNY_MAYNE) MAY 10, 2021
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I was joking with a friend, Kory Kozak, who used to work for ESPN as a
producer. I was like, “What if only seven people like this tweet?” So when
it happened and it’s still happening, I was floored. I’ve looked at very little
of it. I just know how much of it was complimentary and positive. I have a
zillion texts and phone calls, and I have not gotten back to even a quarter
of the people. I mean, after that happened, I still had to do a show. It was
like, “Shit, I have to go to work at seven.”
On Monday I got to work. Had some Japanese food. Talked to Kevin
Negandhi and Elle Duncan as they were leaving. People were just so
kind at work, like they were mad and sad and a little of everything. And
then we did a show, and that part was the surreal part. Norby said, “Do
you want to do the rest of your shows or call it quits today?” I guess I
could have said I am done and have someone else do it. But I said no. I
am going to fulfill my obligation. I’m on schedule for six more shows. I’d
just be screwing over other people as somebody would have to come in
that wasn’t scheduled. And, quite honestly, I think it could be a fun last
half-dozen shows. I’m not going to go out there and sabotage the
network. They should trust me as much as they have always trusted me
(laughs). I will be as unprofessional as I have always been!
Who have you heard from that was notable?
I heard from Stuart Scott’s kids — we communicate anyway — but that
was kind of cool of them to reach out. They did it in a cool way, just
saying they would be in town soon and wanted to catch up. Some people
were mourning me. I was like, it’s all good. I think I’m going to find some
other stuff. I’m not sad. I’m happy. And again I mean this: I don’t have
some big vendetta against ESPN. It’s not, “Those bastards!” Nothing like
that. It’s all good. They gave me 27 years. I gave them 27 years. It
doesn’t seem like they wanted me to stay very much. It almost seems
like they offered me something that I would turn down, and I did.
This is an inside-baseball thing. One of the things that was always
interesting to me about you is you developed this odd bit of fame as the
on-air person ESPN would use every year during its upfronts, when it
pitched its programming to media buyers. You clearly enjoyed it and the
audience enjoyed you. What are your reflections of that?
They’re going to miss me. That would be my first comment to it. That was
my way of saying it as a joke but certainly I’ve heard from all sorts of
people on that side of the house. I think they’ll be more disappointed by
my departure than the SportsCenter side. I just mean SportsCenters will
get on the air without me and they will be just fine. Everyone will forget I
worked there in a couple weeks. But I had a very good relationship and a
very active relationship with our commercial-making and sales side. I
guess they didn’t consult with them. The upfronts were always a thrill. I
got a different kind of nervous for it. I put a lot of time into the writing and
the trading of ideas and so forth. It became one of my favorite things to
do, and I looked at it selfishly like, “I’m not stupid. I’ll stand in front of
people who spend money on commercials.”

not as important because people know the results. But I think people still
watch to hear whomever their guy or girl is. Scott Van Pelt is going to do
something much different than just watching a clip on YouTube, and
that’s no offense to the game announcers. Everybody is a little different,
has a different take, and maybe it’s not quite as important as it was, with
everyone having 20 million things to watch, but I still think it has its value.
“Right now it seems to be a good time,” Mayne says. “Previously, it would
have been, ‘What the hell am I going to do? Make a movie? Sell
pencils?'” (Mark Hoffman / Milwaukee Journal Sentinel via USA Today)
You’re very passionate about helping injured military veterans with your
foundation. Will that be part of your future, even if those are things you
do away from whatever your sports profession is?
Oh, I think for sure. I’m not quite as significant as, say, Bono, but we try
to throw in our two cents and be helpful, especially during the pandemic.
Anybody who has the means to help, I feel like it is a requirement, not
optional. If you can help, you should help. Again, the organization is
called Run Freely. I ruined my ankle playing football many years back
and I got this device to athletically get around. I typically don’t wear
shoes. I wear flip-flops to work because if I wear shoes, I usually have a
bad day with my ankle. It kind of blows up. I slip on these fake dress
shoes for any stand-up. So, yeah, I’m stuck with that, but I’m not as
injured as many others who came back from war who literally need a
brace to walk to the bathroom. We decided to start a foundation so that
we could honor what they’ve done. I got my brace because of veterans.
The guy who invented it made it for veterans coming back from war who
otherwise might have had to cut off their leg.
There has to be a part of you that if nothing else feels good about the run
you had at ESPN. Multiple generations of sports fans watched you. I
think we’re all lucky if we get one generation to watch us, read us, listen
to us. In your case, multiple generations did. That’s a pretty incredible run
on sports television, no?
I guess if somebody put it to me in a way to reflect on what happened,
yeah, it’s strange to hear. I guess in that same answer, I would say I was
always more flattered if like a 40-year-old woman thought I was funny or
said something I said was interesting and obviously women are sports
fans, but I am talking about someone who was not the core, expected
audience. That was always cool to me, reaching someone we might not
expect as everyone seemed to be always after the 18-to-34-year-olds.
I guess I hit a little of everyone. It’s kind of fun to walk through an airport
and be surprised that this person thought something of you or (was)
touched by you. I’d say more than anything my greatest accomplishment
in all my time there was that Stevie Wonder’s band members knew who I
was. I worked with him a couple of times and I got to go backstage for a
meet-and-greet and his band members knew me. I was seriously like,
“Wow, these guys know who I am?” It was one of those moments.

Would you want to work for another sports network or do you hope to do
something independent?

How much are you thinking about your last show, if you’re indeed
thinking about it?

Honestly, it’s too early to know. I likely will do something near sports for
part of what I do, That would only make sense given I have been known
for doing sports. That would be the easiest place to get support,
whatever that might be. I definitely want to try to make commercials.
Right now I’m hoping Michael Jordan’s people get back to me. That was
my first commercial pitch. I was just shooting for the moon out of the
gate. I think it was a good bit for him. So if he’s reading this, go ahead
and contact me on Twitter. Leave out the middle man, Mike. But I am
serious. I literally pitched Michael Jordan a commercial and I am certain
of the success if he said yes, but I don’t think he will.

Well, I don’t know which one’s going to be my last show because they
may decide we’ve seen enough. Or he did this Barstool podcast (Mayne
is scheduled to do Pardon My Take) so he’s gone. I hope they don’t
because I don’t think I’ve done anything here to disrespect that place in
this interview or elsewhere. I don’t think I’ll do that with anyone. I’m just
honestly explaining what happened. In my heart, I don’t really have any
malice anyway. The old expression — it’s just business and not personal.
That’s actually a thing I would use on NBA highlights. Someone would
dunk, and I’d say, “It’s just business.” I said it the other night, and I think
unironically. Or maybe it was subconscious on the night I quit. But I
would have said it two years ago. So what will I say at the end? I’ll say
something. It depends how much time they give me. Sometimes you only
have a 12-second goodbye. “It’s been a great 27 years, I’m out!”

But I have a deeper answer to this question. My old friend Aubrey Plaza
from Parks and Recreation was on Mayne Street. She got married
recently and on SportsCenter I was going to say, “Wishing our old friend
Aubrey Plaza well.” So I let her know to turn on the TV, to tell her
grandma, and that we would say this on ESPN2. It was so funny because
she seriously was flattered by the fact that we were going to do that. I
was like, “Wait a minute. You are a Hollywood star and you’re actually
excited that you will be name-dropped on ESPN2 at 2 in the morning?
But she was.
So sometimes people talk about the decline of SportsCenter, and it’s not
as important as it was but people are still taken by it. I agree that we’re

I did do this last Sunday with intent because I knew I had the Monday
meeting coming. I showed my hands like a craps or blackjack dealer.
You know how they kind of like clap their hands and spread them? Then
Monday what happened, happened. On Monday Steve Levy said at the
top, “Anything you want to share?” I just said my Twitter had been
hacked. I feel like people think I landed on the sun. I’m really not that big
a deal. But it is kind of cool that people care.
The Athletic LOADED: 05.13.2021
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The Athletic / Down Goes Brown: The bandwagon-hopper’s guide to the
2021 Stanley Cup playoffs

By Sean McIndoe May 12, 2021

It’s always a weird time to be an NHL fan when your team misses the
postseason, he said, speaking from decades of personal experience. The
playoffs are when the most exciting hockey of the year is played. When
every moment is high-stakes and every game matters more than any that
came before it. If your team is still alive, it’s all-consuming. But if they
don’t make it… now what?
You really have two options. The first is to just stay neutral, maybe hope
for the worst for a few hated rivals, and otherwise just root for lots of
overtime and a few seventh games. But for some, there’s another
possibility: a short-term fling with another team, one you’ll temporarily
adopt for as long as their run lasts. They won’t really be your team, but if
all goes well, they’ll be close enough to get you through the next two
months.
Yes, we’re talking about the dreaded bandwagon hop. For some fans, it’s
unacceptable, and if that’s you then you can tag out now and check back
with my next column later this week, which will have something more
your speed.
But if you’re willing to consider finding a bandwagon team for this year’s
playoffs, you’ll at least want to make sure you choose wisely. An ideal
bandwagon team will be good because you want them to win it all. But
they won’t be too good, because that would make you a shameless frontrunner and they’re the worst. In a perfect world, they’ll play an exciting
style, preferably with some elite stars, and an intriguing sub-plot or two.
Ideally, they’ll have an existing fan base that’s paid their dues and that
you’d want to see good things for, or at least one you don’t already hate.
And it helps if they’re not going to get swept in round one.
So which of this year’s 16 candidates offers the best bandwagon
experience? Let’s figure it out, with my annual attempt to rank the
bandwagon potential of each of this year’s playoff teams from worst to
best.
16. Tampa Bay Lightning
Why you should get on board: They’re really good, but over the last
month of the season, they went from consensus Cup favorites to
something a little less, so you wouldn’t just be picking the best possible
team. Nikita Kucherov and Steven Stamkos should be returning from
injury, and a good comeback story is always nice. And while the NHL’s
marketing department loves parity more than you’ve ever loved anything
in your life, there’s something to be said for a mini-dynasty.
Why you shouldn’t: They won the Cup last year, and we almost always
rank the reigning champ at 16, because there’s nothing worse than
showing up to a party one year after all the cool kids did.

Bottom line: There’s definitely something to work with here, but Wilson
combined with a recent Cup, some injuries and a difficult path out of the
division make this one a tough sell. And that’s before we mention that a
Caps win would be kind of weird for Henrik Lundqvist’s OGWAC status.
Pass.
14. Montreal Canadiens
Why you should get on board: They’ll be underdogs, but the North isn’t
exactly a murderer’s row, so they’ll have a shot. And the roster is a nice
mix of veterans you’ve heard of and kids you’d fall in love with. Honestly,
it’s worth considering for the Cole Caufield factor alone.
Also, you’ll probably get to root against the Leafs in the first round, which
tends to work out well.
Why you shouldn’t: I mention this every year, but Montreal might be the
least bandwagon-friendly market in the league. They’ve got such a large
fan base and so much history that there isn’t a ton of room for
newcomers, and you’re not going to be able to convincingly fake it. Some
years, it’s worth the effort to fit in. Is a year where you’re probably going
to go from facing Auston Matthews and Mitch Marner to Connor McDavid
and Leon Draisaitl really the year to try? Maybe, especially if you’ve got a
bit of a contrarian streak, but don’t say you weren’t warned.
Bottom line: Hey at least they finished strong, right? (Checks notes.)
Yeah, you have better options.
13. St. Louis Blues
Why you should get on board: Their 2019 journey from dead last to the
franchise’s first Cup was one of the all-time great bandwagon runs, one
that we told you to get on board for. If you did, maybe you’ve got some
loyalty here. If you didn’t, maybe this is your chance to make up for your
mistake.
Why you shouldn’t: There may not be a team with a tougher path out of
their division than the Blues, who’ll have to go through the heavily
favored Golden Knights and then face whoever wins the Avalanche/Wild
series. For a team that wasn’t all that good for long stretches this year, it
feels like you’re just signing yourself up for disappointment.
Bottom line: They’re big underdogs this year but won a Cup recently
enough that they can’t really claim any scrappy underdog street cred. For
a bandwagon-hopper, it’s the worst of both worlds.
12. Pittsburgh Penguins
Why you should get on board: They have Sidney Crosby, and you’re
running out of chances to cheer for the biggest star of his generation.
They also have Brian Burke, and if you’ve never had the experience of
following a team that he’s prominently involved with, you need to treat
yourself. And of course, they’re a very good team that’s been hot down
the stretch, so there’s a solid chance you’ll be able to root for a Cup
winner.
Why you shouldn’t: Oh good, another Cup run for the Penguins, so nice
to see this franchise finally get a break. Maybe long-suffering Pens fans
can enjoy another championship or two before the hockey gods gift them
with yet another generational franchise player in a few years.

Bottom line: The Lightning are all sorts of fun to watch and to root for.
Here’s hoping you did that last year, because this year it’s too late.

Bottom line: You’ll get hammered by other fans for making this pick, but if
you can handle that, you’ll at least enjoy the run. Unless they run into a
hot goalie.

15. Washington Capitals

11. Boston Bruins

Why you should get on board: When they won in 2018, they had just
about the best summer of Cup celebrations we’ve ever seen. If the
sequel is even half as good as the original, that’s worth rooting for. Plus
you’d get to cheer for Alexander Ovechkin, which is always fun, and for
T.J. Oshie, who might be one of the best stories out there these days.

Why you should get on board: They’re a very good team with some very
easy-to-root for players, including Patrice Bergeron and David Pastrnak,
who might be the league’s most marketable star. And they have Taylor
Hall, a super-likable player who’s been cursed to always play for bad
teams. He’s never had a decent playoff run, but he’s woken up since
landing in Boston, and it would be great to see him finally shine in the
postseason.

Also, they have Zdeno Chara, meaning if they win the Stanley Cup
there’s a good chance we’ll get to hear him go “YAAAY” again.
Why you shouldn’t: Oh, you like the Capitals? Cool, you’re a Tom Wilson
fan now. Enjoy spending the next few weeks using low-quality screen
captures to yell at random strangers on Twitter.

Why you shouldn’t: For all the same reasons that the Bruins never rank
all that high in these lists. You’d have to at least temporarily get on board
with Brad Marchand. And Jack Edwards. And rooting for the city of
Boston to win a major championship that would be (run numbers) their
400th in the last two decades. Also, for reasons nobody can quite
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explain, becoming a Bruins fan will make you irrationally hate Tuukka
Rask and want every random stranger you see on the streets to start the
next game instead of him.
Even the best reason to root for them, Taylor Hall, was basically stolen
from the last-place Sabres for next-to-nothing. They stole the weak kid’s
lunch money, do you really want to reward that?
Bottom line: I can’t rank them all that high, but I’m absolutely willing to
move them up several spots if they promise to start dressing like this
again.
10. Nashville Predators
Why you should get on board: They looked awful midway through the
season, then got hot and outlasted the Stars to earn the final Central
playoff spot. They’re going to be huge underdogs in a loaded division, but
that’s not necessarily a bad thing for a bandwagon team if you’ve got the
stomach for it.
Why you shouldn’t: Seriously, they should get creamed by the
Hurricanes, and if they can pull off an upset then it’s either the Lightning
or Panthers next. And the key to their second-half turnaround was redhot goaltender Juuse Saros, which means you’ll basically be watching
them play more talented teams and hoping the game ends up being 1-0.
Bottom line: They’re this year’s obvious underdog pick. No guts, no glory,
but know what you’re in for.
9. Winnipeg Jets
Why you should get on board: They’re the only team in the country that
almost nobody hates, so if you’re a Canadian that feels obligated to do
the whole “Canada’s Team” thing then you really have no other choice.
(Note: You should not feel obligated to do the “Canada’s Team” thing.)
They’ve got a bunch of offensive talent and an elite goaltender, which is
a great combination to root for. And the two versions of the Jets have
combined to make it out of the second round once in four decades, so
their long-suffering fans certainly deserve some love.
Why you shouldn’t: They’ve been terrible down the stretch, and will head
into the postseason as heavy underdogs. Maybe that’s a good thing —
you’ll certainly have lots of legroom on the bandwagon, and if they do go
on a run you can claim to have been there since the beginning. But be
prepared to be picking a new team early on.
Bottom line: Do you really want to have to root against Connor McDavid,
or be mad when he does something ridiculous?
8. Vegas Golden Knights
Why you should get on board: They’re quite possibly the best team in the
league, with a ton of skill and personality. The pregame shenanigans
alone are more fun than most teams’ actual games. They have a great
shot at winning the Cup this year. And if you can plausibly fake being a
Golden Knights fan, it gives you an excuse to go to Las Vegas to see a
game in person someday.
Why you shouldn’t: They joined the league in 2017 and are into year four
of being a legitimate Cup contender without ever suffering through a
rough season, and, at some point, the backlash is going to arrive. More
concerning: If you decide to cheer for them you’ll have to pretend those
ridiculous gold helmets look cool. That might be a deal-breaker.
Bottom line: The Knights have pretty much taken up permanent
residence in the top half of these annual lists, and rightly so. Just be
ready for war against the Avalanche or Wild in round two.
7. New York Islanders
Why you should get on board: One of the great pro sports dynasties of
the 1980s hasn’t won much of anything in a generation, and has had to
endure all sorts of hardships since, both on and off the ice. That makes
them an attractive bandwagon pick most years, and that’s especially true
this season since you’ve got the added emotion of saying goodbye to
their long-time home, an arena that not many people like but that
certainly has plenty of character.
On top of all that, they’re a good team that plays a style designed for the
playoffs.

Why you shouldn’t: “A style designed for the playoffs” is my subtle way of
warning you that they can be kind of boring. Only kind of, mind you —
reports of them being some sort of unwatchable slog are greatly
exaggerated. But if you like goals, know that Islander games feature
fewer of them than any other playoff team.
They also haven’t been very good down the stretch, and they’re in a
tough division. It’s never easy for the Islanders, but that might be
especially true this year.
Bottom line: Just as a heads up, if they happen to get out of the division
and end up facing this next team, you’re going to have to get very mad
about bedsheets.
6. Toronto Maple Leafs
Why you should get on board: They’ve got a ton of speed and skill and
maybe not enough defense or goaltending, so you can expect to watch
some high-scoring back-and-forth action. They’ve got a great path out of
the division, so you could reasonably expect to be in for a long-ish run.
The OGWAC factor is off the charts, with not only the obvious Joe
Thornton story but also Jason Spezza and a few others. The Jack
Campbell story is cool. And while it’s a little-known fact that doesn’t get
mentioned much, they haven’t won a Stanley Cup since 1967.
Remember those heart-warming stories of long-suffering fans when
teams like the Blues and Capitals ended long droughts? That would be
nothing compared to the Leafs finally winning.
Why you shouldn’t: They’re a divisive team in Canada, to put it mildly, so
they’ll be a total non-starter for just about anyone up here who doesn’t
already root for them, and I’ve made those fans irrationally angry by even
suggesting it. That’s fair enough, but if you’re an American fan, maybe
you don’t care. Maybe it’s even a selling point. If so, hop aboard, but just
know that it’s the Leafs — it always ends badly.
Bottom line: I can’t put them in the top five because so many fans will be
actively rooting against them. But if you haven’t already yelled “HELL
NO” and scrolled to the next team, the Leafs check off a whole lot of
boxes on the list of what makes for a great bandwagon fling.
5. Colorado Avalanche
Why you should get on board: Do you like skilled players? Can I interest
you in ridiculously good young defensemen? How about watching your
team win hockey games? The Colorado Avalanche might be right for
you.
Why you shouldn’t: First of all, the statute of limitations hasn’t run out on
Red Wings fans wanting anything good to happen to the Avalanche. If
you’re too young to understand, ask grandpa, but you’re not allowed to
root for the Avs.
As for anyone else, really the only argument against the Avalanche is
that they’re almost too obvious, so you won’t get any cool hipster
creativity points. But that’s fine. Sometimes you want to get crafty with
the curveball, but sometimes it’s OK to go fastball down the middle.
Bottom line: By the way, at some point in the playoffs we’re going to have
to have a weirdly manufactured “Wait, is this player better than McDavid
now?” argument. Be ready, Nathan MacKinnon fans.
4. Carolina Hurricanes
Why you should get on board: Last year, I had the Hurricanes ranked
number one, and most of those reasons still apply. They’re fun, they do
silly celebrations, they tweet weird stuff, they occasionally try the
lacrosse move. They have one Cup in a franchise history that includes
being the Hartford Whalers, so you’re not front-running, but they’re
definitely good enough to win another this year. And maybe most
importantly, if you cheer for the Hurricanes you’ll be annoying the sort of
perpetually cranky people you should want to annoy.
Why you shouldn’t: Last year’s team hit that perfect sweet spot of being
good enough to win but still feeling like underdogs, while this year’s
version is chasing a Presidents’ Trophy. And they were just a little more
interesting with Justin Williams.
Bottom line: Last season was the year to bandwagon the Hurricanes, but
if you missed that chance then this current version isn’t a bad fallback.
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3. Minnesota Wild
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Why you should get on board: The Minnesota Wild are fun, which feels
kind of like writing “The surface of the sun is cold” or “McIndoe’s article
got right to the point”. These guys have spent decades being the
league’s least interesting team. It’s their whole thing. Suddenly, Kirill
Kaprizov shows up and the Wild are must-see TV. We knew it was going
to be a weird season, but nobody was prepared for this.
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The Athletic / Why the NHL’s foray into sports betting may finally mean
more specific injury disclosure

Why you shouldn’t: Everyone is already getting worked up about a
second-round series between Colorado and Vegas, and the Wild are the
team most likely to get in the way and ruin everyone’s fun. Wait, is that a
bad thing? I’m not sure it is.

By Eric Duhatschek and Lisa Dillman May 12, 2021

Bottom line: The Wild have never been a great bandwagon pick before
and it may never happen again, so this may be a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity.

Once upon a time, back when the NHL was a modest 21-team entity, the
league had a comprehensive injury disclosure policy that rivalled other
professional sports leagues for its detail and transparency.

2. Edmonton Oilers

Kevin Allen, the longtime hockey writer for USA Today, recalls just how
specific it could be.

Why you should get on board: They have Connor McDavid.
That’s really it. I could give you a list of other reasons, from Leon
Draisaitl’s brilliance to the Mike Smith comeback story to the fact that
Oiler fans have been through more ups and downs than any other fan
base and deserve some happiness. But I don’t think I need to. It’s
Connor McDavid, in the middle of one of the greatest heaters in modern
hockey history. How often will you get the chance to get emotionally
invested in this sort of player? Take the opportunity while you have it.
Why you shouldn’t: Even with McDavid, they’re a long shot to go all the
way. And be warned, as soon as you start saying nice things about
McDavid, very confused people will show up on your mentions to tell you
that he’s not all that good because mumble mumble bad division.
Bottom line: If you want to root for a Cup winner, the Oilers are a risky
play at best. But sometimes you just have to cut loose and let yourself
have some fun, and it’s been a long time since we’ve seen anything as
fun as the Connor McDavid experience.
1. Florida Panthers
Why you should get on board: First, they’re a really good team, one
stacked with good young players. Jonathan Huberdeau is amazing.
Sasha Barkov would be a Hart Trophy candidate if that trophy were
available this year. Carter Verhaeghe is a real guy who apparently just
decided to be super good this year. Sam Bennett is making Flames fans
feel very sad. Even Sergei Bobrovsky could write an impressive
comeback story if he doesn’t lose the job to Spencer Knight midway
through round one.
But while they’ve had a great season, they’re also a classic underdog
story. The Panthers haven’t won a playoff series since 1996, a full
quarter-century ago. They’ve only made it four times since then. There’s
due, and then there’s overdue, and then there’s whatever the Panthers
are.
Oh, and while they were stumbling around in the void for 25 years, guess
who came along and won two Stanley Cups while establishing
themselves as one of the best-run franchises in the entire league? That
would be their geographic rival and fellow early-90s expansion cousin,
the Tampa Bay Lightning, who you may remember from the number
sixteen spot on this list. The Panthers have a rivalry with the Lightning, in
the same sense that the Generals have a rivalry with the Globetrotters.
But they’ve never met in the playoffs. Now they will. You’re going to root
for the Lightning in this one? Really? Are you that broken inside?
Why you shouldn’t: You’re one of those annoying Canadian fans who
think that any southern-U.S. team that doesn’t sell out every game
should immediately move to Quebec.
Bottom line: Remember all those jokes you made about the Florida
Panthers not having enough fans? Well, now we can help, by temporarily
becoming one. Yes, they’re playing one of the best teams in the league
and might get crushed. All the more reason to get on board now.
If you’ve ever made the Panthers into your own personal punchline —
and let’s face it, that’s all of us — here’s your chance to pay it back. Grab
a dead rat and some sunscreen and start nodding awkwardly at all your
friends, because it’s time to fill up the Florida Panthers bandwagon.

“I remember in the Stanley Cup Final between the Minnesota North Stars
and the Pittsburgh Penguins (in 1991), Stewart Gavin had an injury that
was described in the notes as ‘bleeding in the testicles,’” said Allen. “So, I
wrote that in USA Today and afterward, Gavin stopped me and said,
‘Kevin, my mother reads your paper! You can’t be writing that!’
“I said to him, ‘hey, it’s in the notes.’ They revealed the injury as ‘bleeding
in the testicles.’ But that’s how it used to be. And that’s how far we’ve
come.”
In the three decades since that memorable injury reveal, the NHL has
become far less open with it comes to disclosing injuries. Unlike the NFL,
which has a clearly defined policy as it relates to injury reporting, NHL
teams routinely get away with describing injured players in terms so
vague they are practically meaningless. The vast majority of teams couch
player injuries as either “upper body” or “lower body.”
An upper-body injury can cover anything from a concussion to a broken
jaw to a shoulder separation to a hand injury.
A lower-body injury could be a foot, an ankle, a groin or an abdomen
injury.
Occasionally, a coach might whimsically veer off and describe an injury
as middle body, which makes it even more confusing. Then there was
the one playoff when Darryl Sutter, then coaching the Los Angeles Kings,
was asked for an injury update on a player and he replied with a single
word: Body.
A body injury. Well, that certainly narrowed things down.
But curiously, there was a time when the NHL marched in lockstep with
the other North American sports leagues and actually issued a weekly
injury report, usually on Fridays to bookend the weekly statistics
packages, which were released Mondays.
Injury reports were actually quite detailed and identified a) when the
injury occurred; b) what was wrong with a player; c) the expected timeline
for recovery.
For example, in an injury report released in mid-February 1990, if you
scrolled down to the Pittsburgh Penguins’ section, you would have
learned that Mario Lemieux and Kevin Stevens were day-to-day with
back and hip injuries, respectively. Jay Caufield’s dislocated finger would
keep him out an additional four weeks while Gil Delorme’s shoulder injury
would sideline him for another week. In Quebec, Guy Lafleur’s broken
cheekbone, suffered two weeks previously, would require another threeto-four weeks of recovery time. And in Toronto, Wendel Clark’s early
January knee injury was going to keep him out for the rest of the season
while Tom Fergus was day-to-day with a groin injury.
Over the past three decades, the NHL evolved from a policy of genuine
disclosure to disappear down the rabbit hole of upper and lower body
vagueness.
With the 2021 playoffs on the horizon, the injury waters will only get
muddier.
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Question: With so much of the NHL’s hope for enhanced revenue
streams tied to corporate partnerships involving the gaming industry, can
the practice continue as is? Or will it need to be amended?

The NFL has a very specific injury-reporting protocol: Leading up to
game day on Sunday they list active and inactive players hours before
kickoff.

Let’s examine the evolution and where things might eventually go.

Morrison’s prediction?

NHL deputy commissioner Bill Daly joined the NHL in 1997, at a time
when the policy of genuine injury disclosure was theoretically still in
place, though it had become a divisive issue internally and that was
made clear to Daly almost from the moment he assumed office.

“All these gambling sites are eventually just going to tell them ‘Those
days are done, my friends.’ That’s just not going to fly in that world. I
think it will evolve fairly quickly – that there’s going to be a lot more roster
and injury disclosure. Now, just how specific will they have to get with the
injuries? That part, I don’t know. But I would have to think that the term
would have to be a lot more specific.”

“When I joined the league, we still had a policy that required clubs to
disclose injuries – although I would tell you, it was …”
Daly paused here, searching for words.
“It wasn’t being honored,” Daly said. “Folks weren’t doing it. We would
send memos out, saying, ‘you have this obligation. There’ll be fines, etc.,
etc.’ and clubs just wouldn’t do it. The conversation at the time was very
clear: They felt injury disclosure with any specificity put their players at
risk, particularly when they were playing hurt, and that the game was
competitive enough that other players wanted to know where players
may be vulnerable, not necessarily to take cheap shots or make illegal
plays, but to make somebody hurt if they could make somebody hurt with
a legal play.”
To Daly, there was a real concern among the NHL’s general managers
that an open injury disclosure policy was “putting players in harm’s way.”
Allen was president of the Professional Hockey Writers Association for a
decade between 2003 and 2013 and spent most of his time in office
lobbying unsuccessfully to return to the old policy.
According to Allen, Daly was, on the whole, extremely helpful in keeping
the lines of communication open between teams and writers.
But on the injury disclosure issue, he wouldn’t budge.
“I laid out my logic for why we needed to know about injuries and that if
you’re a fan and a season-ticket holder, it helps to know Sidney Crosby is
going to be out of the lineup when Pittsburgh comes to town,” Allen said.
“I said, ‘the fans are like your shareholders, and the more accurate
information you can put out there, the better’ then we’re not forced to
speculate.
“And he said ‘I appreciate your take and there’s logic in what you’re
saying, but I’m not going to be able to help you here.’ Because he
actually believed there was a competitive advantage through knowledge
of injuries.”
So, when did the shift actually occur? Former PHWA president Scott
Morrison (1987-1993) believed the move from specific injury disclosure to
the broader non-specific description of upper and lower body could be
traced back to the 1999 playoffs when Pat Quinn was coaching the
Maple Leafs.
During the conference final between the Maple Leafs and Sabres, the
Leafs listed a player as out with an upper-body injury. Morrison’s
newspaper, the Toronto Sun, found out it was a shoulder injury and put it
in the paper. The team “lost their minds.”
“They were saying ‘How could you publish that? Now, he’s going to have
a target on him,'” Morrison said. “I remember saying, ‘Seriously?
Everybody knows when and where he got hurt and everybody on the ice
knows who’s got what ailing them.’ These things aren’t secret by any
stretch.”
Morrison described Quinn’s deliberate evasion as “a clever way to scoot
around” the injury disclosure injury, something he attributed to Quinn’s
law-school training.
Morrison believes that no matter how strongly the NHL may feel about
limiting injury disclosure nowadays, once their partners in the gaming
industry start to become a greater revenue source, they may apply
greater pressure to have the policy amended.
Of the 17 U.S. corporate marketing partners listed by the NHL, five are
directly or indirectly related to sports betting: Bally, FanDuel, PointsBet,
MGM Resorts and William Hill.

But Daly says, thus far anyway, there hasn’t been any pressure from the
NHL’s new gaming industry partners to change the way they treat injury
disclosure.
“We’re probably two-plus years into that business, and as far as I know,
we’ve never even received a request from any of those companies with
respect to injury disclosure,” Daly said. “That question has come up
repeatedly, but to this point, there has been zero pressure and zero
inquiries from any of the sports betting companies that we do business
with, with respect to changing our injury disclosure policy.”
Joe Asher, the former CEO of William Hill US, sat beside NHL
commissioner Gary Bettman at the March 2019 announcement of the
strategic partnership between the two at the American Gaming
Association sports betting summit.
“When we did the deal with the NHL, I remember the press conference.
Somebody asked Bettman about injuries and I’ll never forget his answer.
He said, ‘We’re transparent about not being transparent,’” said Asher.
“And I thought that was a great answer.
“The key thing is, you don’t want a situation where some people have
information and other people don’t. If there’s no information and
everybody’s operating without information, that’s fine. The current way
they do it has never been an issue for us. Either you want nobody to
have it or everybody to have access to it.”
Howard Stutz, the long-time executive editor of CDC Gaming Reports
believes that as hockey’s footprint expands, there may be more pressure
exerted on the league by its partners to be more forthcoming in its injury
reports.
“When Erik Haula got hurt for the Knights a few years ago, he blew out
his knee. He was carried off the ice and it was very clear what
happened,” said Stutz. “It was rumored by everybody that he had knee
surgery, but all the Knights reported was, ‘lower body injury, day-to-day.’
Really?”
Stutz is based in Las Vegas and noted how odd it was that the first
details about what was keeping goaltender Robin Lehner out of the
lineup for an extended period mid-season came from Lehner himself, via
a Zoom call.
At the moment, betting on NHL represents a tiny fraction of the dollars
bet on other major sports in the U.S., particularly the NFL, the NBA and
college basketball.
But Stutz believes that as sports betting gets a foothold in Canada,
where interest in the NHL is far greater, that may ultimately have an
impact on injury disclosure.
“Sports betting is live and active in 21 states and in Washington, D.C.,
and there’s another six states launching,” said Stutz. “Now, Canada is
looking to legalize sports betting, that may happen this year. And I think
Canada would have a much higher percentage of people wagering on
hockey. So maybe that will be the impetus to change their injury policy.”
Three years ago, the United States Supreme Court struck down PASPA
(the Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act of 1992), which
opened the door for increases in the dollar amount and the variety of
sports betting. In time, there is a belief that the NHL’s increasing use of
individual player tracking data could be utilized as the basis for more
prop bets.
For example, Auston Matthews was the top goal scorer in the NHL this
year but there was a period when his goal-scoring totals fell off as he
played through a wrist injury and eventually left the lineup. If prop bets
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become an important part of the gaming experience, might that put
pressure on the league to disclose injuries on a more specific basis?
“My view on that is: You know what the rules are,” said Daly. “You know
there is no obligation to disclose injuries so isn’t it, buyer beware? Isn’t
there some obligation to understand what the trends are and that Auston
Matthews isn’t scoring at the same rate he used to score at, and quite
frankly, doesn’t that go into the odds you’re getting on that particular bet?
It’s all relevant. I don’t see why there’s a need necessarily for precise
information to fuel the business. The business adjusts to the information
that’s available.”
The NHL already focuses a lot of internal resources on fantasy hockey.
One issue the league ran into this past year was the number of coaches
who balked at naming a starting goaltender hours before the game, on
the grounds that the knowledge might give an opponent a competitive
advantage — knowing who is between the pipes.
Daly noted that the NHL’s involvement in fantasy hockey “has been
around a lot longer than our association with gaming companies, what
matters to us is the game on the ice. That’s got to be the first and
foremost concern for us and always has been.”
Daly added one caveat, however: To make tweaks or changes to fuel
other revenue opportunities would only occur, “if it’s a fairly big one” and
cited as an example the internal league dialogue over advertising on
jerseys.
“That’s always been sacrosanct and it’s been important, particularly for
the commissioner,” said Daly. “He always felt strongly about it. For him,
it’s always been a case of, is the opportunity such that I have to
overcome my concerns? I suppose that’s kind of the same equation.”
In the meantime, the PHWA continues to advocate for a change in the
NHL’s injury disclosure policy. Frank Seravalli, the current PHWA
president, said his organization has pressed Daly six or seven times.
“They’ve put it to the general managers. They’ve asked the question, and
they say, the GMs have no interest in revealing more information, which
is not a surprise to me or you,” Seravalli said.
“What’s only surprising to me, in terms of how the league does its
business, is it relies on what the teams want, rather than say, ‘this is
what’s in the betterment of the league.’ They always allow teams to
dictate what they want to do and I really think it should be the other way
around. Media access, all kinds of things like that, it comes down to club
discretion. Why are the inmates running the asylum?”
The Athletic LOADED: 05.13.2021

1188252

Websites

“I was thinking my game was probably over. Then my coach said I’m
going out with Leon,” chuckled Kahun, who scored just 27 seconds into
OT for Edmonton’s second straight overtime win over the Canadiens. “It
gives me confidence when pucks go in.”
Why use Kahun ahead of McDavid in overtime?
“Why not?” asked Tippett. “We were looking for a little German magic
there, and they came through.”
Fantasy Hockey Playoffs Bracket
Think you know how this year's playoffs will unfold? Before every round,
from Round 1 to the Stanley Cup Final, predict the winners and number
of games for each series and answer a few prop questions.
ENTER NOW
So Edmonton wins, and closes out their regular season with seven
consecutive road wins, something this franchise has not done since
1987. It can’t hurt going into the playoffs on a heater, nor can six
consecutive wins over their Round 1 opponent, the Winnipeg Jets.
Look — on its own, none of that stuff is worth anything come playoff time.
But this time of year is about ticking off the boxes.
Are we confident on the road? Check.
How are the special teams? Check.
Do we have a third line coming along? Check.
So, let’s look at a few of those boxes, as Edmonton closes out what has
been a fantastic regular season, ranked 10th in the NHL in winning
percentage (.655).
• Special teams: With a two-for-three afternoon in Montreal, the Oilers
pulled clear of the pack, topping the NHL with a 28.1 per cent power play
unit. The penalty kill, meanwhile, is Top 10 at 82.2 per cent, and best in
the North.
• McDavid and Draisaitl cruise into game No. 56 with seven consecutive
multi-point games each. They’ll finish one-two in the NHL scoring race
this season, and McDavid will very likely have more assists than any
other player — except Draisaitl — has points.
“From experience, your top players are going to have to be your top
players going into the playoffs," said Alex Chiasson. "We’re not too
worried about that.”
• How about having a third line that’s coming together, with 21-year-old
Ryan McLeod centering a couple of playoff war horses in Chiasson (29)
and James Neal (32)?

Sportsnet.ca / Oilers continue to check off boxes as regular season
comes to an end

“I feel like me and Nealer have always played well together. We
understand the game and how each other plays. We know where to go,”
Chiasson said, on a night when his line produced another even strength
goal. “Then add in McLeod in the middle. He plays a really mature game
for a guy who doesn’t have a lot of experience in this league.

Mark Spector

“We’re just trying to use these last couple of games to figure out how we
can play and be effective as a line.”

If you missed that rare, midweek, afternoon start in the Mountain time
zone on Wednesday, allow Edmonton Oilers head coach Dave Tippett to
summarize it for you.
“Sloppy, nobody got hurt, and we got two points. Other than that it was
good.”
We could spend the next 800 words or so describing a meaningless
game between two teams that have their playoff matchups set, but if
games like this are your thing we’ll point you towards a season-ending
series between Calgary and Vancouver that will mercifully unfold in the
soap opera time slots next week.
This one ended on a lovely Leon Draisaitl feed in overtime, deposited
home by Dominik Kahun, who could barely believe his ears when he
heard his name called for the opening faceoff of overtime. That shift is
generally occupied by one Connor McDavid.

Whether or not McDavid and Draisaitl are employed on the same unit or
separate lines versus Winnipeg, a third line that can produce the odd
goal and at least neutralize Adam Lowry’s line will be a big story in this
series.
• How’s Tyson Barrie doing? Check!
With another two assists Wednesday — unless Cale Makar goes wild in
Colorado — Barrie will lead all NHL defencemen in points this season.
He has 8-40-48, which is more than any other player — forward or
defenceman — on a new team this season.
When’s the last time a team had the top two NHL scorers and the leading
defenceman? How about 1985?
• Darnell Nurse. OK, we’ll say it: He reminds us of a 25-year-old Alex
Pietrangelo.
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Nurse’s plus-29 is tied for tops among all NHL players, second only to
Draisaitl at plus-31. He has taken a huge step this season: he’s a Top 15
scorer among NHL blueliners; fourth in the NHL in ice time at 25:42 per
night; and he’s a big part of a Top 10 penalty kill. He rang a shot off the
post late in Wednesday’s game that would have been his 17th goal, a
sign that the offensive awareness we always wondered about has finally
arrived.

There is no more runway to get Andersen’s knee feeling strong and get
the goaltender feeling confident – two intertwined goals since his midMarch hiatus.

• Goaltending? Well, the starter seems fine…

If he appears in a Maple Leafs net again, it’ll be under the bright lights of
a pressurized playoff series. For the first time in Andersen’s tenure,
Toronto will be a heavy favourite when it opens its series versus Montreal
at home next week. And for once, the defence deployed in front of the
Leafs’ crease will rank among the league’s best.

If Mike Smith gets Game No. 56 off, this will be the second best season
of his 15-year career, a decade after his best season in Arizona. We
never thought we’d be saying this as the playoffs open, but the Oilers
have the best goaltender in the North this season.

Yet it appears only a significant stumble from Jack Campbell — seizing
the No. 1 role with a franchise-record-breaking 17-2-2 record and a
sparkling .923 save percentage — will pave the way for an Andersen
redemption tale.

Smith’s .923 saves percentage ranks fifth among NHL starters. His 2.31
goals against average is sixth, and both numbers are better than any
goalie in the North — including Round 1 opponent and reigning Vezina
winner Connor Hellebuyck (.915, 2.60).

“He's put in so much work. We've witnessed it every single day at the
rink, just to get himself prepared and back as healthy as possible to
obviously get in the net and get a feel for it,” said close friend Auston
Matthews.

Oilers fans had their hearts in their throats when he appeared to get
injured in a crease collision Wednesday, but Tippett shrugged it off.

“I thought he played really, really well tonight. At times, we weren't good
enough for him. We didn't really give him, on a couple of those, that's
purely on us. I thought he looked good. He looked confident. I think that's
all you can really ask for from a big piece like him for this team.”

“Ah, he just got some snow in his eye. He’s all right.”
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 05.13.2021

1188253

Websites

Sportsnet.ca / Maple Leafs' Andersen feeling confident despite loss in
return from injury

Former Leafs Nikita Zaitsev (a screened point blast) and Connor Brown
(a hardworking shorthanded strike, his NHL-best fifth) solved Andersen
with excusable goals. But rookie call-up Parker Kelly, making his NHL
debut, beat him from a tough angle, and Josh Norris twisted the knife
nine seconds into OT.
Remaining Time -5:00
Andersen still trying to find his form

Luke Fox

Andersen chalked up the goals to “some weird plays and some
unfortunate bounces.”

Is this how it ends?

“Maybe that’s rust. Maybe I could do a few things differently [and] those
would be saves, but overall felt really good,” Andersen said. “I felt like I
was moving really well. Felt confident out there making some plays. Just
calm in the net.”

With a whimper, not a bang?
With not the slightest hint of controversy?
Without a single fan in attendance to chant “Fred-die!”?
With the name “Rittich” — a goaltender who didn’t so much as dress
Wednesday night — trending on Toronto Twitter, for goodness sakes?
While we are certainly not ready to proclaim the Frederik Andersen’s
Maple Leafs era over before the puck drops on the post-season —
playoff runs can unravel best-laid goalie plans faster than you say “Jake
Oettinger” — there is no doubt that for the first Leafs series in five years,
the crease will no longer be Andersen’s to lose.
Making his first NHL appearance in 60 days, the 31-year-old’s
rehabilitation pitch was the most meaningful story in the otherwise
meaningless game.
Andersen and the organization have gone to great lengths to set him up
as best as possible for success when he is called upon.
First, GM Kyle Dubas first made use of an AHL conditioning stint with the
Marlies. Then he stretched the salary cap to its limit (and sacrificed game
reps for skaters Rasmus Sandin, Zach Hyman and Riley Nash) in order
to accommodate one last regular-season NHL start for Andersen, an
overworked anchor in this city for half a decade.
Andersen allowed four goals on 28 shots in a 4-3 overtime loss to the
Ottawa Senators, who squashed the Leafs’ Presidents’ Trophy bid and
deserved full marks for riding out their season on a high note.
“He got through the game. He moved well. I would say that's what stood
out,” coach Sheldon Keefe assessed. “That's really what the game was
about is just getting him through the 60 minutes and feeling good. By all
accounts, it seems that that was the case.”
Andersen finishes 2020-21, his critical UFA contract season, with a 13-83 record, 2.96 goals-against average, and .895 save percentage. All
these numbers are career worsts.

To be fair, the Leafs in front of Andersen were playing cautious. Probably
too calm.
“Just no life, no energy,” Jake Muzzin said.
Surely, the mind cannot help but wander to Game 1. Self-preservation is
natural.
“That's the biggest mental hurdle right now,” Keefe said. “Guys want to
play well; they want to win the game. But our guys know what's around
the corner here, and nobody wants to be going into it too banged up. So,
you're a little shy on everything that you're doing and you're just not quite
into it mentally. But it's a 56-game season and we're only through 55.
“We don't have the [cap] flexibility to be able to make sweeping changes
and sit multiple people. We've got to find a way to stay in it mentally
enough to make sure that we don't let our guard down. That's when bad
things tend to happen, injuries and such.”
Home of the Leafs
Yes, Keefe only need look at his goaltender to see the toll injuries and
such can exact.
During his five regular seasons in Toronto, Andersen has started 267
games, faced 8,466 shots, made 7,740 saves, and stood in that crease
for 12,625 minutes. Only Connor Hellebuyck in Winnipeg has seen more
work during that span.
So, no, Andersen’s Leafs days won’t end like this. If anything, they’ll end
with more labour — even if that’s behind the scenes.
“Just keep working in practice, like I have been,” Andersen said of his
next step.
“I’m looking forward to this journey with this team. Every day is fun to be
around this team and battle with the guys. Everyone can do their best
and contribute. That’s what I’m going to keep doing.”

CAROLINA HURRICANES
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 13, 2021
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 05.13.2021

1188254

Websites

Sportsnet.ca / Canadiens happy to put regular season to rest, recharge
for playoffs

Eric Engels

MONTREAL — Just like that, this Montreal Canadiens regular season
was put to bed, 118 days after it began with a six-game road trip across
the country, laid to rest by a forgettable game that ran from 5pm to 7:29
p.m. ET and served as a mercy cry for all involved.
One of the shortest campaigns in NHL history felt excruciatingly long,
and no one involved in it will miss it now that it’s gone. Least of all me,
who spent almost as much time writing about the salary cap, emergency
recall and coronavirus protocols as I did the team on the ice.
About the Canadiens, who pushed through the bumps and bruises, the
brain-tickling nasal swabs, the four trips through Western Canada, the
brush with Covid-19 that shut them down for a week, the nine-to-10game series against each of the six other Canadian teams in empty
buildings, the sacrificed social lives, the pandemic blues and having to
run through the gauntlet of their end-of-season schedule without several
of their most important players: they extended their winless streak to five
games with a 4-3 overtime loss to Connor McDavid, Leon Draisaitl and a
fully-dressed Edmonton Oilers team.
Did you expect something different with battered players Tyler Toffoli,
Josh Anderson, Eric Staal, Jeff Petry, Joel Edmundson and Jake Allen
joining Carey Price (concussion), Shea Weber (upper-body injury)
Brendan Gallagher (fractured thumb), Phillip Danault (concussion) and
Jonathan Drouin (personal leave) on the sidelines?
With respect to Jesse Ylönen (playing his first NHL game), Alex Belzile
(playing his second NHL game), Cayden Primeau (playing his sixth NHL
game) and the defensive depth triumvirate of Jon Merrill, Erik Gustafsson
and Xavier Ouellet, neither did I.
This team, as it was constructed, will most likely, with the exception of
Drouin, finally be intact again next week when the Stanley Cup Playoffs
begin. And for as much as I’d like to wax philosophical on what the last
five games meant—with the Canadiens bearing little to no resemblance
to what they’re supposed to be — I’m failing to see the connection
between them and the ones that come next.
These games are indicative of nothing, and predictive of even less.
“We’re getting ready for Game 1 of the playoffs,” said Canadiens coach
Dominique Ducharme, “and this has no impact on where we’re heading.”
How much of what we saw over 56 games will?
Through the first 10, the Canadiens showed us what they could be at
their best, when they were excited, fresh and ready to play as GM Marc
Bergevin described them before the season — a team that “means
business,” is “here to win,” and capable of “playing any way you want to
play.”
Then they slammed it into reverse, fell into some habits that resembled
the failings of last season and cost Claude Julien, Kirk Muller and
Stephane Waite their jobs.
Ducharme took over for Julien, Alex Burrows for Muller and Sean Burke
for Waite, and right as the team appeared to be applying what the new
coaches had instituted as a completely revamped system, Joel Armia
caught a variant of Covid-19 and the NHL unplugged the Canadiens and
rejigged their schedule to have them finish the season with 25 games in
44 days.
Gallagher’s loss, in the team’s fourth game back from break, was
devastating. The injured list continuing to expand, a series of trade
deadline moves handcuffing Ducharme from dressing his best lineup and
the unrelenting schedule was torturous.

“I don’t think any of us will ever go through a stretch of hockey like this
again,” said Ben Chiarot, who returned from a broken hand to play the
final 16 games over 25 nights. “Everything about this year’s been unique,
and this last stretch has been exactly that. It’s been unique, and a ton of
hockey.
“It almost felt like we lived at the Bell Centre.”
An empty home that, on this final afternoon/evening, had players' wives
and children in it for the first time since the puck dropped in January —
and only because they’d be able to make it home before Quebec’s
9:30pm Covid curfew kicked in.
All to say this has been hard. Harder than any of us can possibly
imagine, no matter what we’ve all personally been through since this
wretched uninvited guest took residence in our lives.
It was hard for Ducharme, who repeated he’d always dreamed of
coaching the Canadiens but not ascending to the job in the way he did.
There’s not a chance he envisioned doing his tasks under these
conditions—without being able to hold practice over consecutive days
and without being able to push the players in a way he might have under
normal circumstances.
“At a certain point, towards the end, I found that the guys were taking it,”
he said, “but I had to pick my spots on when to push because you could
see in their eyes there was only so much to take.”
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.
The Canadiens lost more than they wanted to, and certainly more than
they deserved to. But even if they bent a lot, they never broke, and they
found a way to collect enough points to realize their first goal.
In the process, Nick Suzuki became a better player than the one who
started the season. He finished it with two goals on Wednesday, bringing
his total to 15 goals and 41 points, which was a nice bump from 13 goals
and 41 points in 71 games of his rookie season a year ago.
Suzuki struggled coming out of the pause, but overcame to post 14
points over his last 11 games.
“Definitely has been a grind, especially when we had that week off and
the games got even tighter,” the 21-year-old said. “So, I was just trying to
learn how to prepare myself for each game, do the right things after each
game to feel better the next day so it doesn’t catch up to you.”
Cole Caufield had a baptism by fire with that process. The 20-year-old
signed out of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, immediately burned
the first year of his entry-level contract, tore it up over two games in the
American Hockey League, stepped onto a plane to Edmonton to embark
on his first-ever big-league road trip, debuted in the league after a few
practices, scored back-to-back overtime winners and collected a $25,000
bonus for appearing in his 10th game on Wednesday.
Caufield scored the opening goal and assisted on the team’s second one
from Suzuki, bringing his totals to four goals and an assist. This was his
best game - one that everyone should take with a grain of salt because,
as Ducharme said, it wasn’t really played with NHL intensity — but he got
better with each one prior and proved he can be an option come playoff
time.
“I feel pretty comfortable out there,” Caufield said.
One would expect he’ll be more and more comfortable with some muchneeded rest between now and Saturday and some valuable practice time
between the weekend and when the Canadiens will begin their first-round
series against the North Division champion Toronto Maple Leafs.
Same goes for every Canadiens player who slogged through this
unprecedented season.
I say good riddance to it. Let the fun part begin!
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Sportsnet.ca / Canucks taking risk with Green despite steering ship
through turbulent year
Highmore and Canucks officially eliminated but still have tons to play for
Canucks' Matthew Highmore and Travis Green discuss the mindset
heading into the rest of their really busy season, after officially being
eliminated from playoff contention, players want to play, and still feel like
there's lots to play for.

Iain MacIntyre tMay 12, 2021, 1:26 PM

VANCOUVER – The elephant in the room has turned into a circus.
Vancouver Canucks coach Travis Green, marooned on an expiring
contract without an extension for next season, broke his silence Tuesday
on his employment status but only to explain that he is a better coach
now than when he came to the National Hockey League team four years
ago.
“I think every year has its own challenges,” Green told reporters before
the Canucks, freshly eliminated from the playoff race, crashed 5-0 to the
Winnipeg Jets. “We came into the season and you're always hoping for
good things. It hasn't gone the way we wanted. But you learn from
everything. I think every year you coach you have an opportunity to
improve as a coach, and I know over the years in Vancouver, I've
improved every year and become a better coach every season. And this
year is no different.
“When you go through challenges and you go through adversity,
sometimes you grow even more in those situations than when you're
having success. And when I look back at the season ... I know I'll be able
to look back and say, 'You know, I'm a much better coach today than I
was coming into this season.'”
And, yet, here we are.
After inheriting a 29th-place, 69-point team in 2017 and taking it three
years later into the playoff bubble last summer where the Canucks had
their first post-season success since 2011, Green and his entire staff of
assistants are about to become coaching free agents.
Remaining Time -1:10
How Green grades young Canucks players
There are a lot of ways to judge a coach besides wins and losses, and
Green’s teams have opened him to criticism even as they improved until
this season.
Since Green replaced Willie Desjardins, the Canucks have been porous
defensively. Special teams have been, on the whole, mediocre. With
everything including the global health crisis stacked against the Canucks
this year, it’s difficult to know how to judge them beyond the obvious
conclusion that Vancouver has slipped backwards for the first time since
Green arrived.
But ask yourself this: Has the head coach squeezed everything he can
from the players he has been given over four seasons? The answer is
emphatically, consistently “yes.”
Green is still doing it, working to keep players engaged and battling. In
their three games before Tuesday, the Canucks beat both the Jets and
Connor McDavid’s Edmonton Oilers.
The gigantic COVID-19 outbreak, a debilitating schedule and injuries to a
roster that wasn’t good enough to begin with made it impossible for the
Canucks to do anything more than try to survive till the end of the
season. But none of the players have quit on their coach.
The bleak financial landscape that has prevented Green and his staff
from receiving contract extensions beyond this season has never fully
made sense, and feels ominous now that the coach is potentially down to
his final five games.

Although his deal expires in June, Green’s last game under contract is
May 19.
General manager Jim Benning has said numerous times since last
season ended that he likes the work Green has done, believes he’s the
right coach for the Canucks and wants to re-sign him.
Benning in March: “(Travis) has kind of, you know, had these young
players for the last three years here, four years, and he's grown them to
where they're at. I'm not looking to make a coaching change. My feeling
on Travis is we really like him (and) he's done a good job with this group.
I'm not going to comment on coaching negotiations, but it's something
that we would like to get done moving forward.”
But Green and his staff, including goaltending jedi master Ian Clark, are
still without contracts for next season because of what Benning has
described several times as the financial “holding pattern” the Canucks
are in during the NHL’s coronavirus-induced depression.
The prospect of losing many millions this year and possibly next has led
to widespread staff reductions within the organization during the
pandemic season. Managing partner Francesco Aquilini’s determination
to defer as much spending as possible is reflected in back-loaded player
contracts that, according to CapFriendly.com, will see the Canucks pay
nearly $12 million less in actual salaries this season than the salary cap’s
$81.5-million limit.
Amid this dire financial climate, retrenchment by owners is
understandable. The Canucks are not the only team that has downsized.
Carolina Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour has reportedly solved his
impasse with ownership, but only by accepting a $1.8-million average
salary on his three-year extension that is at least $1 million less than
what a lot of people figured he would get.
Sportsnet’s Elliotte Friedman and others have reported that some NHL
teams are trying to push back salaries for head coaches after the period
of inflation that followed the Toronto Maple Leafs’ stunning presentation
of a $50-million contract to Mike Babcock in 2015.
But the Canucks are risking a lot long-term by not re-signing Green.
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.
The pay raise that Green has earned from his entry-level head coaching
salary of about $1 million barely registers as an expense in a billion-dollar
company like the Canucks. Obviously, it also costs nothing against the
cap.
Move on to the cost of assistant coaches whose salaries are a small
fraction of the head coach’s, and the Canucks’ potential “savings” are
infinitesimal. Benning just committed $25 million over the next five years
to starting goalie Thatcher Demko. Isn’t it worth boosting Clark’s salary
by, say, another $100,000 or so annually — roughly two per cent of
Demko’s pay — to retain the goaltending coach who helped build him?
Put another way, what do you think Clark would be worth as a free agent
to the Calgary Flames, who signed former Canucks starter Jacob
Markstrom to a $36-million contract last fall only to discover he’s not the
same goalie without his tutor?
As with good players, the nearer good coaches get to free agency, the
less likely they are to return. The best coaches possess value mightily
greater than what their cap-excluded salaries indicate.
Since the cap-related roster upheaval the Canucks underwent last fall
was one of the first contributing factors to what has turned into a
disastrous season in Vancouver, it seems some continuity with the staff,
and a head coach who even the general manager agrees is the right man
for the job, has a lot of value to it.
It certainly would have value to the players who mostly like Green,
universally respect him and continue to play hard for him. Green has built
relationships with these players, established trust while overseeing the
development of young cornerstones Demko, Bo Horvat, Elias Pettersson,
Quinn Hughes and Brock Boeser.
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The situation with the coaches is a bad look for the Canucks, and a lot of
people around the NHL can see it.
And how bad will it look if Green ends up down the road coaching the
Seattle Kraken, while the Canucks search the bargain bin for someone
who’s supposed to bring Pettersson and Hughes to full stardom?
Probably worse than it looks seeing ex-Canuck Tyler Toffoli, the prized
forward who wanted to stay in Vancouver but somehow got away in free
agency in October, sitting on 28 goals and about to start the playoffs with
the Montreal Canadiens.
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Sportsnet.ca / NHL could support women’s league if PWHPA, NWHL
work together

Jeff Marek May 12, 2021, 10:54 PM

The NHL informed both the Professional Women’s Hockey Players
Association and the National Women’s Hockey League that it is not in
position to operate a women’s league in the foreseeable future, but also
indicated that if the two entities come together with a plan, the league
would be inclined to participate.

A viral video this week of kids in Ottawa tossing hats into the backyard of
rookie winger Tim Stützle to salute his first NHL hat trick (in Winnipeg)
was a convenient symbol of the growing affection fans have for the
Senators young guns.
An infusion of youth, particularly since the April 12 trade deadline, has
energized their roster and this community, all while turning the Senators
into one of the hottest teams in the NHL. How much of that late run was
Fool’s Gold, in games that held no pressure or significance beyond
young players getting established in the league?
Fantasy Hockey Playoffs Bracket
Think you know how this year's playoffs will unfold? Before every round,
from Round 1 to the Stanley Cup Final, predict the winners and number
of games for each series and answer a few prop questions.
ENTER NOW
That is hard to say. In a way, it doesn’t really matter. Hockey teams
barely carry any momentum from one game to the next, let alone one
season to another. So, while the Senators might not exactly pick up
where they left off, on a 7-2-1 roll heading into the 2020-21 finale, they
have given the organization a lot to think about as a wave of new and
relatively new prospects have showcased their talent on an NHL stage -from Shane Pinto and Alex Formenton, to Jacob Bernard-Docker, Erik
Brannstrom and Victor Mete.
Ottawa’s season comes to an abrupt halt with Wednesday’s Sportsnet
broadcast of the Leafs vs. the Senators, but in truth the fan base has
been looking ahead to next season for the past month or so.

It is unknown at this time what that level or nature of involvement would
be from the NHL.

Sketching out depth charts has become a popular pandemic activity in
the Nation’s Capital.

This is consistent with recent comments by NHL Deputy Commissioner
Bill Daly on the March 22 edition of Hockey Central.

Hey, what else can we do until the province opens up its golf courses
again?

“We’re very supportive of the women’s game, we’re supportive of it being
played at an elite level, the highest level,” Daly said. “But we also
understand that to some extent that women’s hockey at its elite level is
somewhat fractured, continues to be somewhat fractured and that’s a
situation that I’m sure will remedy itself with time. But our position is let it
remedy itself and then we can evaluate what that means and how we
move forward.”

Some potential line combos and defence pairings for training camp, with
the proviso that general manager Pierre Dorion is likely to add a piece or
two over the summer:

Sources say that NWHL Commissioner Tyler Tumminia and PWHPA
Operations Consultant Jayna Hefford have held discussions about what
a partnership could look like and how it could work.
These conversations will determine what next steps will be for all parties
involved.
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Forwards
Brady Tkachuk - Josh Norris - Drake Batherson
Tim Stützle - Shane Pinto - Connor Brown
Nick Paul - Colin White - Evgenii Dadonov
Alex Formenton - Chris Tierney - Austin Watson
F Wild Cards: Ridly Greig, Egor Sokolov, Logan Brown
Defence
Thomas Chabot - Nikita Zaitsev
Erik Brannstrom - Artem Zub
Victor Mete - Jacob Bernard-Docker

Sportsnet.ca / Breaking down how the Senators' young roster could look
in 2021-22

D Wild Cards: Jake Sanderson, Josh Brown
Goaltenders

Wayne Scanlan May 12, 2021, 12:47 PM

Matt Murray - Anton Forsberg
G Wild Cards: Filip Gustavsson, Joey Daccord, Mads Sogaard

The Ottawa Senators will close out their season the same way it began -with a game against the Toronto Maple Leafs.
A lot has changed since Jan. 15. The optimism and euphoria of that
opening night, 5-3 victory over Toronto, led by the goaltending of Matt
Murray, was short lived. A 2-12-1 run over the first month was too big a
hole to overcome.
And yet, a funny thing happened on the way to playoff elimination. Fans
in Ottawa grew MORE optimistic, not less, about their team and its
future.

Remaining Time -1:12
Why Senators' Smith sees the Worlds as great opportunity for Brown &
Paul
Forward thinking:
One of the key developments of the latter half of the season has been
the establishment of Ottawa’s top line of Brady Tkachuk, Josh Norris and
Drake Batherson. Two of the three, Tkachuk and Batherson, need new
contracts as they are pending restricted free agents. It’s remarkable to
see the three of them with virtually the same goal/point totals — 17/35 for
Tkachuk, 16/34 Norris and 17/34 Batherson. All three are capable of
making plays and pulling the trigger.
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Of the potential four lines for next fall, this is the most likely to start the
season together. And the most important factors that made it happen?
One, the progress of Norris from a maybe-second-or-third line centre into
a legitimate No. 1. And two, the explosion of Batherson as a goal scorer
at the NHL level. Prior to this season, Batherson was a three-goals-in-20games kind of guy — he had that scoreline in 2018-19 and then three in
23 games in 2019-20.
For Batherson to jump to 17 goals in 55 games projects to a 25-goal
season in a regular 82-game schedule. And because Norris and Tkachuk
have similar numbers, they project to similar territory.
Now, add in the fact that Norris and Tkachuk are 22 and Batherson just
turned 23 and it’s easy to see why fans are excited about Ottawa’s top
forward line and the potential for it to be even better next season than it
is today.

another season. Don’t be surprised to see him with the Senators by next
spring.
Where will Victor Mete fit in? There’s a sentence we didn’t expect to
write. Yet, Mete came over on waivers from Montreal and has played
very well. Mete and Brannstrom have similar styles and both are
undersized. Is there room for both? That depends on whether Dorion
adds another experienced defenceman in the off-season.
Eyes rolled among the fan base when he picked up veterans like
Braydon Coburn and Erik Gudbranson last year, but those D-men served
a purpose, giving the younger defencemen a chance to ease into the
league before stepping up after the trade deadline.
Remaining Time -0:40
Expect Senators to play hard in final game against full Leafs' lineup

Call on Line 2:

Will there be peace in goal?

Things can change by the fall, but the Senators' top six looks fairly set.
Smith seems enamoured, for now, of a second line comprising the two
kids — Tim Stützle and Shane Pinto — with Connor Brown, an
established veteran who took his game to another level this season and
leads the Senators with 20 goals heading into the final game.

The Senators might be planning for the playoffs right now if they had had
the kind of goaltending in January that they found in April and May.
Murray did bounce back from injuries and a terrible start to look like a
legitimate No. 1 in his five April appearances (.954 save percentage, 1.37
goals-against average, with two shutouts) before getting hurt again.

Look for Stützle to be physically stronger in his sophomore season after
a summer of training. Pinto already plays like a man, but both players
need room to grow as pros, and that means there will be learning pains.
The Senators seem to have abandoned the idea of moving Stützle back
to his natural centre position. That could still happen in a year or two, but
with his speed and creativity, even from the wing position, the thinking is
to just let him wheel and score -- while the two-way players like Pinto
hold down the middle, monitor opposing centres and win faceoffs.

Stabilizing Murray is the most important need for this team next fall. And
yet, his stumbles may have been a blessing in disguise. It enabled the
organization to pick up Forsberg on waivers, a useful, experienced
backup. Even more importantly, prospects Joey Daccord and Filip
Gustavsson both impressed in their sudden opportunities at the NHL
level, when Murray and Marcus Hogberg got hurt. A Daccord injury put
the focus squarely on Gustavsson, who has been outstanding.

Letting Timmy be Timmy seems like a great way to go.
Remaining Time -1:00
Stützle says the best part of his hat trick was that Senators won
Bottom six can mix:
Typical of any NHL roster, the bottom six situation is going to be more
fluid. Versatile players like Masterton nominee Nick Paul and Colin White
can move up and down the lineup as needed and there could be roster
changes. White is overpaid at $4.75 million, which means he could be left
exposed in the expansion draft. Ditto for centre Chris Tierney at $3.5
million, but for just one more year. Dorion could add a depth forward over
the summer.
Mister Breakaway, Alex Formenton, has been a revelation with his speed
and penalty-killing ability. He has played just 29 NHL games and has
upside to go with those sweet wheels.
Coach Smith will be glad to get tough Austin Watson back from his hand
injury in the fall. He blocks shots, answers challenges and stands up for
all the kids in the lineup.
A prospect like centre Ridly Greig could get a look as an energy player,
although he could use a year in the AHL to develop. Logan Brown, a firstround pick in 2016, and a pending RFA, may have run out of
opportunities with this organization and will likely move on. Brown’s only
NHL game this season comes in Wednesday’s finale.
Top Belleville scorers this season, wingers Egor Sokolov and Vitaly
Abramov, will try to win a spot in camp but will be in tough. Winger Angus
Crookshank has also impressed the organization in his 15 games with
Belleville.

It will be fascinating to see which goalies are protected in the expansion
draft and whether or not Seattle opts for one of Ottawa’s tenders. Murray
is expensive ($6.25 million for another three years), such that the
contract might be protection enough. Hogberg is a pending RFA and not
likely to return.
On the youth front, Sogaard is Sooooo intriguing. Just 20 years old,
Sogaard is a massive man at six-foot-seven, but with surprising mobility.
Making the most of a late-season opportunity, Sogaard is 4-0-0 with a
.921 save percentage and 2.45 goals-against average with the B-Sens in
four starts. The Danish goalie, who was drafted out of the WHL (Medicine
Hat) will likely continue to develop with Belleville next season.
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Sportsnet.ca / A look at Mitch Marner's incredible 2021 season
Matthews, Marner have incredible connection
The Hockey Central Panel break down the Toronto Maple Leafs
performance against the Montreal Canadiens and how special the
connection between Auston Matthews and Mitch Marner has become.

Justin Bourne May 12, 2021, 1:27 PM

Case for the defence:

There’s nothing sportswriters like more than calling attention to
something previously unnoticed, misunderstood, or misconceived. We’re
professional Well, actually-ists. Pick just about any topic and we delight
in finding a twist. Oh, you thought having a lot of giveaways was bad?
Well actually, the top-20 players in giveaways each year are almost
always elite players. Last year’s “leader” was Mathew Barzal. It means
you have the puck a ton.

Is next year the time when Jacob Bernard-Docker steps in as a partner
for Thomas Chabot, or does Nikita Zaitsev hold down that role for one
more year?

Our draw to the Well Actually topics means you don’t see a lot of
columns that say “Hey have you noticed that really great and widely
celebrated player is really great and worthy of celebrating?”

Jake Sanderson, JBD’s teammate at the University of North Dakota, is
going to be a huge piece of Ottawa’s future, but is committed to UND for

That void in direct attention leads to weird conversations like “You know
who doesn’t get enough love for the season he’s having? Mitch Marner.”

How things have changed. Belleville used to be chock full of future
Senators — Norris, Batherson, Formenton, Brannstrom, etc. Now they
are almost all in Ottawa.

CAROLINA HURRICANES
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Of course Marner gets enough credit for the season he’s having. For
crying out loud, of course. It’s just that he gets so much that it’s identified
as something not really worth going into by sportswriters, because again,
we get it, we know. With that attitude though, we can miss the chance to
contextualize where an “obviously great” season really sits in comparison
to the many great seasons being had around the NHL, or with that
franchise.

They’ve combined on 40 goals through 54 games, which is the secondmost of any duo around the NHL. And as you’ll note from this list, there’s
some good ones out there.

So, I say let’s do this. Marner’s having a great season. We know. But
how great has it really been?

During this strange, condensed, fan-less NHL season, nothing was
promised and nothing was predictable from player performance. Through
it all Marner has been one of the world’s best players, and one of the
driving engines powering the Leafs to their first division title in over 20
years.

First, try to ignore whatever the heck it is Connor McDavid is doing this
season because it doesn’t even make sense. If you can bring your eyes
and attention back down to Earth, Marner is currently fourth in NHL
points, just ahead of such hobos as Nathan MacKinnon, Patrick Kane,
and Sidney Crosby.
He’s been a huge driver of the Maple Leafs’ vaunted offence (3.35 goals
per game) which sits inside the league’s top-five and just a breath (0.01)
outside the top-three.
Marner has 67 points on 181 Maple Leafs goals (37 per cent), which as a
percentage of team goals is the fifth-highest share this season.
When the Leafs score, there’s a decent chance Marner’s had something
to do with it.
You don’t get into the top-five in NHL scoring without both consistency
and some big outbursts, and his numbers reflect both.
The consistency: Marner has a point in 40 of his 54 games played this
season. His 40 games with at least a point are third-most in the NHL.
And the outbursts: He has seven games with three-plus points this
season, tied for fourth in the NHL.
(Hey! I told you not to look at McDavid’s numbers. Eyes off the top line,
those are for a thousand other stories.)
A crazy fact about Marner’s statistical run this season: He has zero (0)
power play goals. Zero! All 20 of his goals are even strength, and his 5on-5 total of 17 goals is currently fourth in the NHL. That’s doing it the
hard way. Not bad for a guy you just think of as solely a disher.
What’s interesting about the package below is there’s at least a few goals
that made me think “Man that’s not the fastest release,” but then he just
… shoots it past the goalie. It’s to his credit that he creates himself
opportunities that allow him time to get it off, because when he does, he’s
awfully good at hitting his spot and scoring. And of course, when he has
to get it off quick he’s able to, but for that to work he has to be in pretty
tight. The point is, Marner’s excellent at creating what he needs to score.
Remaining Time -1:13
Marner snipes goals for Maple Leafs
Where his season has really gone from good to great has been in
concert with the guy likely to finish second in Hart Trophy voting this
season, Auston Matthews.
We all know what hell McDavid and Draisaitl hath wrought on the North
Division this season, but the two Leafs are pretty devastating in their own
right. The percentage of goal output between those two players has
made up for roughly a third of all Maple Leafs goals this season.

This season Marner has averaged 1.24 points per game, which even
without adjusting for era just qualifies for a top-10 offensive all-time
season for a Toronto Maple Leaf. It’s been a show.
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Sportsnet.ca / Sportsnet’s 2021 NHL Draft Prospect Rankings: May
Edition

Sam Cosentino May 12, 2021, 10:55 AM

With the World U18 having come to a close, and NHL teams with a little
more certainty as to where they will be picking in the 2021 draft, it’s time
to get down to business.
Every scout will tell you that they must caution their assessments based
on one short tournament. After all, the four medal teams played a grand
total of seven games, the other four quarter-finalists played five games,
while two teams played the minimum four preliminary round games.
Anyone can see just how difficult it would be to place your future in the
hands of seven or fewer live viewings.
The flip side to that is the 2003-born players have had very few
opportunities to show themselves against one another. This tournament
provided that opportunity and that can’t be discounted. Further, it gave
many GMs and head scouts a chance to see the top 2003’s in-person as
opposed to the mass amount of video that has already been consumed.
Some leagues have been able to continue through playoffs, and there
have been showcase events planned for further in-person viewing for
scouts. The rumours are the CHL will host a showcase event in
Edmonton before the draft, but there’s still plenty of hurdles to jump
before that becomes a reality. If that event comes to fruition, a handful of
OHL players who didn’t get a season to strut their stuff, will get a mini
two-game look. Regardless, the 2021 World U18 Championship was the
marquee scouting event of the year.
Overall, when assessing this draft class, the narrative has not changed.
It’s defence heavy at the top end. After the first 10 picks, it can go a
number of ways. If nothing else, the lead-up to the draft and the two-day
event itself will be appointment viewing based on how random this thing
may go.
There’s plenty of work to still be done. In the meantime, here’s our May
rankings.

Where Mike Babcock was hesitant to use the two together (the idea
being they could both drive a line), Sheldon Keefe has cashed in hard on
the idea of one of the world’s best passers being paired with one of the
world’s best shooters, which admittedly sounds obvious when phrased
that way.

1. Owen Power, D, U of Michigan (NCAA): Constantly amazed how agile
and light on his feet he is. Has a great frame to work with and there’s
plenty of room for growth.

The results have been unbelievable.

3. Brandt Clarke, D, Barrie Colts (OHL): Sees the game two steps ahead.
Is terrific on the power play, but takes calculated risks to be part of the
offence at even strength too.

Marner has assisted on 25 of Matthews’ goals this season, which is the
most goals assisted on by a single teammate this season.
Matthews excels at finding soft spots, which is the perfect complement to
Marner’s poise and vision.
Remaining Time -2:18
Marner racks up assists on Matthews' goals

2. Matthew Beniers, C, U of Michigan (NCAA): Plays a complete game
and combines an excellent work ethic with fierce competitiveness.

4. Simon Edvinsson, D, Frolunda Jr. (SWE): Aside from the obvious
nationality connection, he won’t escape the Victor Hedman comparisons
and those are legit based on where Hedman was at this time in 2009.
5. Dylan Guenther, RW, Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL): Thinks the game at
a high level and is constantly utilizing all resources to improve his game.

CAROLINA HURRICANES
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While offence is what jumps out, the proficiency in his game extends the
length of the ice.

22. Isak Rosen, RW, Leksand (SHL): There’s a power element in many
phases of his game, be it getting off the mark or driving wide on the wing.

6. Kent Johnson, C, U of Michigan (NCAA): May be the best-in-class
when it comes to creativity and elusiveness with the puck on his stick.

23. Sebastian Cossa, G, Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL): Issuing hall passes
to any team that takes a goalie in the first round this year, and this year
only. Aside from that Cossa, a mass of humanity at 6-foot-6 and 212
pounds, is athletic, technically sound, and confident in his abilities.

7. William Eklund, LW, Djurgarden (SWE): Of all the top Swedish
prospects, it was Eklund who maintained a regular shift in the SHL with
consistent production from start to finish (23 points in 40 games).
8. Luke Hughes, D, USNTDP: Skating and puck skills show top-pairing
potential. Size (6-foot-2, 176 pounds) is an asset with his evolving
defensive side.
9. Mason McTavish, C, Peterborough Petes (OHL): Plays heavy and
hard in every facet of the game. His great hockey sense makes him
effective in all situations.
10. Chaz Lucius, C, USNTDP: Missed out on a big opportunity at the
U18s. Will his outstanding 12-game stint with the USNTDP after returning
from injury be enough to keep him in the top half of the draft?

24. Daniil Chayka, D, Guelph Storm (OHL): Somewhat of a wildcard
based on a rollercoaster season, but he has size, skates well, has a
bomb of a shot, and is still quite raw.
25. Zachary Dean, C, Gatineau Olympiques (QMJHL): There’s not a
scout I’ve talked to who doesn’t love the way Dean approaches the
game. Skill evaluation will determine how high up the draft board he
goes.
26. Corson Ceulemans, D, Brooks (AJHL): Progressed well from the start
of the U18s to the end, but at times he leaves you wanting more.

Fantasy Hockey Playoffs Bracket

27. Simon Robertsson, RW, Skelleftea Jr. (SWE): Despite a lot of
movement between leagues and teams, his entire body of work paints a
picture where a future third-line role is the absolute floor.

Think you know how this year's playoffs will unfold? Before every round,
from Round 1 to the Stanley Cup Final, predict the winners and number
of games for each series and answer a few prop questions.

28. Francesco Pinelli, C, Kitchener Rangers (OHL): Produced through
some early adversity for Canada at the U18. If NHL teams project him to
his natural centre position, he may end up going higher than this ranking.

ENTER NOW
11. Fabian Lysell, RW, Frolunda Jr. (SWE): One of the most skilled
players in the draft class, but also one of the most inconsistent.

29. Logan Stankoven, RW, Kamloops Blazers (WHL): In perpetual
motion, another smaller (5-foot-8, 170 pounds), energetic type who works
well in-tight. Size will concern some.

12. Jesper Wallstedt, G, Lulea (SHL): Drafting a goalie this high is always
concerning. How long will development take and how far down the line
can you project the position? But, if Spencer Knight is the template, have
at it.

30. Logan Mailloux, D, London Knights (OHL): With a season in Europe
behind him, there’s plenty to like from an on-ice perspective. Big right
shot defencemen who move well, skate well and play with bite, are a
rarity and valued.

13. Fedor Svechkov, C, Togliatti (RUS): Possesses a great blend of topnotched skill with the ability to play responsibly in the neutral and
defensive zones.

31. Brennan Othmann, LW, Flint Firebirds (OHL): Has been on a nice
trajectory from transitioning from minor hockey to Flint, then through
Switzerland, and finally as a standout for Canada’s gold medal-winning
U18 team.

14. Aatu Raty, C, Karpat (Liiga): How much will teams weigh his 2021
season in the Liiga (just six points in 35 games) versus multiple strong
international events from years past?
15. Cole Sillinger, LW, Sioux Falls Stampede (USHL): At least one USHL
coach referred to him as the top forward in the league, despite the fact he
played 20 games fewer than most of the draft eligible competition.
16. Zachary Bolduc, C, Rimouski Oceanic (QMJHL): His skill set jumps
off the page immediately. This player may need additional seasoning
time, especially after being injured in 2021, but he can make plays and
create offence consistently.
17. Samu Tuomaala, RW, Karpat Jr (FIN): A short, scoreless audition in
the Liiga notwithstanding, the smallish, energetic forward is a threat from
the blue line in.
18. Carson Lambos, D, Winnipeg Ice (QMJHL): It’s expected medical
issues are now in the rear view mirror and he can get back to being an
all-situations stalwart when play begins next season.
19. Xavier Bourgault, C, Shawinigan Cataractes (QMJHL): An excellent
finisher who works best in the offensive zone. An underrated playmaker,
too.

32. Ayrton Martino, LW, Omaha Lancers (USHL): A prolific scorer for
Toronto in Tier II two years ago, Martino took his act to Omaha and didn’t
miss a beat. His 56 points in 38 games led all USHL rookies.
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 05.13.2021
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TSN.CA / Plenty of surprises as Hockey Canada unveils invitees vying
for women's Olympic team spots
While Hockey Canada’s centralization roster for the national women's
team boasts several big names, there are also notable omissions and
inclusions – including a decidedly less experienced blueline and a goalie
who has yet to suit up for Canada at the senior level –among the players
trying out for the team that will compete at the 2022 Olympics in Beijing.

By Meaghen Johnson

20. Nikita Chibrikov, RW, St. Petersburg (KHL): Smallish (5-foot-10, 172
pounds) and skilled, he continues to progress. Wore the “C” for Team
Russia at the U18’s and that did not go unnoticed.

Hockey Canada announced its Olympic centralization roster on
Wednesday for the national women’s team, and there were plenty of
surprises.

31 Thoughts: The Podcast

Twenty-eight players have been selected to assemble in Calgary this
summer to begin preparation for the 2022 Olympic Games in Beijing. The
list includes three goaltenders, nine defencemen and 16 forwards.
Fourteen of those players helped Canada earn silver at the 2018
Olympics.

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.
21. Matthew Coronato, RW, Chicago Steel (USHL): Is considered one of
the top skaters in the class. A driver of play and not a sidecar on the best
team in the league.

Players and staff will relocate to Calgary in July to begin the
centralization process and prepare for the upcoming IIHF Women’s
World Hockey Championship, which is scheduled for Aug. 20-31 at a
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location still to be announced. The final Olympic roster is expected to be
revealed in December.

the best collegiate player in women’s hockey. The following year, she
backstopped Wisconsin to the NCAA Championship.

“Bringing our group together now is really a huge step forward,” Gina
Kingsbury, the director of Canada’s women’s national team, told TSN. “It
will give us the opportunity to build our team moving forward. We’re really
looking forward to that time together.”

But Campbell has not had many opportunities to prove herself since her
collegiate career ended abruptly in 2020. She is currently a member of
Team Scotiabank in the Calgary region of PWHPA.

The selection process has been unique this year. Due to COVID-19,
there has been only one world championship since the 2018 Olympics (in
2019). Last year’s tournament was cancelled, and this year’s women’s
worlds has been pushed back to August after originally being scheduled
to be held in Halifax and Truro, N.S. this month.
“It’s been a challenge for everyone involved,” said Kingsbury. “Obviously
we’re not the only sport to have been impacted by the pandemic, but for
women’s hockey, it’s been a trial for the past couple of years.”
“In a lot of respects, I think the periodization of this whole process has
been thrown off by the pandemic,” said Cheryl Pounder, a two-time
Olympic gold medallist and TSN hockey analyst. “It’s been difficult to
assess and evaluate.”
Many of Canada’s players have seen limited ice time over the past year,
with even fewer taking part in meaningful games – the exception being
NCAA players. The Canadian teams in the Professional Women's
Hockey Players Association have not played in more than a year due to
the pandemic. The teams in Calgary, Toronto and Montreal are set to
play in a Canadian leg of the PWHPA’s Dream Gap Tour May 24-30 in
Calgary.
There have been two camps held by Hockey Canada this year for player
evaluation.

Missing Patty Kazmaier winners
The three Canadians who have most recently won the Patty Kazmaier
Award – presented annually to the top player in NCAA Division I
women’s hockey – are not on the centralization roster: forwards Élizabeth
Giguère, Loren Gabel and Daryl Watts.
Watts and Gabel are especially noteworthy omissions. Watts, who was
the first freshman to ever win the Patty Kazmaier Award in 2018, was
also one of the three finalists for the honour this year, ultimately losing to
American goaltender Aerin Frankel. Watts led the nation this season with
1.71 points per game, and she scored the OT winner for Wisconsin in the
NCAA championship game.
“She’s a prolific goal scorer. She has the ability to put the puck in the
net,” said Pounder. “She’s a young player who I think has a great
trajectory, especially in the offensive zone.”
Kingsbury told TSN’s Frank Seravalli in March that Hockey Canada had
had “[their] eye on Daryl for a while.”
“I’m cautiously optimistic because it is a different pace at a higher level,
but we’re excited to see where she stacks up best-on-best with some of
the best players in the world,” Kingsbury said.

“I do wish Hockey Canada was able to take more players, given the
situation, because the evaluation process has been halted because of
the lack of play and lack of meaningful competition over the last few
years,” said Pounder.

Gabel, who won the Patty Kazmaier Award in 2019, was Canada’s
breakout star at the 2019 world championship. She was tied with Natalie
Spooner for the team lead with six goals, including two in the bronzemedal match against Russia, which Canada won 7-0. She also featured
for Canada at the 2019-20 Rivalry Series against the U.S., recording a
goal in the final game.

While the roster boasts plenty of big names like Marie-Philip Poulin,
Mélodie Daoust and Renata Fast, there are also several notable
omissions and inclusions. Here are three of the biggest surprises.

Gabel is Clarkson University’s all-time leading scorer with 116 goals and
213 points in 160 games. She also holds the school record for most
goals in a season, notching 40 in her senior year in 2018-19.

Kristen Campbell over Geneviève Lacasse

“They are young, and they do represent that offensive gift to put the puck
in the net,” Pounder said about Gabel and Watts. “They’re two players
that I’m surprised were left off.”

Kristen Campbell, 23, was one of the three goaltenders selected, along
with Ann-Renée Desbiens and Emerance Maschmeyer. Campbell, who
has yet to suit up for Canada at the senior level, was chosen over
veteran Geneviève Lacasse.
Lacasse has almost a decade of experience at the international level.
She has won two Olympic medals, including gold at the 2014 Games in
Sochi, and has taken home five world championship medals.
Of the six goaltenders who were part of Canada’s most recent camp,
Lacasse was the only goalie to have won a world championship title,
taking home gold in 2012. She has also raised the Clarkson Cup twice
and was named CWHL Goaltender of the Year in 2013.
“Genevieve has been a pinnacle part of the program for a long period of
time,” said Pounder. “For her, she’ll surely be missed. She’s a player who
brings a lot of spirit. She has the ability to go into a game cold and get
the job done, as well as start.”
Campbell is somewhat of an unknown entity, at least on the international
stage. She represented Canada at the 2015 IIHF U18 Women’s World
Championship, making her lone appearance in the tournament in a 3-2
win over Russia.
But like many of her Canadian teammates, Campbell has not seen much
ice time in the past year. Her senior year with Wisconsin in 2020 was cut
short due to the pandemic. She had joined the Badgers after being
forced to transfer from North Dakota after the university dropped its
women’s hockey program.
“Heading into an Olympic year, you recognize that there are only going to
be so many goalies involved and you recognize it’s going to be a
challenge. It’s always going to be a fight,” said Pounder.
Campbell, a native of Brandon, Man., thrived with the Badgers. In 2018
she was a top-10 finalist for the Patty Kazmaier Award, given annually to

Pounder also noted the likelihood of this year’s evaluations camps being
more heavily weighted than usual due to the lack of playing time, which
could have also been a contributing factor in the decision to cut Watts
and Gabel.
“The evaluation process was curbed, so a lot was dependent on these
particular camps,” she said. “When you’re putting a team together, you’re
looking at combinations – who goes well together and what looks like it
fits.”
Absent veterans on defence
Canada’s centralization roster is also missing several notable veterans
from the blueline: Laura Fortino, Brigette Lacquette and Lauriane
Rougeau. All three were part of the Olympic team that won silver in 2018.
Fortino has been a member of the senior team since 2011 and won gold
with Canada at the 2014 Olympics. She has been a part of six world
championships and helped her country take home the title in 2012, where
she was also named a tournament all-star.
Lacquette and Rougeau have combined for more than 100 games with
the national team. Rougeau was also part of the gold-medal winning
squad at the 2014 Olympics, and she has won five world championship
medals, including gold in 2012.
Lacquette has been a mainstay with the team since 2015 and finished
with a plus-7 rating at the 2019 world championship, second only to
Renata Fast among Canadian defencemen.
“Those three athletes have been solid – the PK with Rougeau, the shot
with Lacquette and the mobility of Fortino,” said Pounder. “I think it
makes you recognize how difficult this process is to actually crack this
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lineup because of the depth in this country. It’s a very difficult day for
those who aren’t chosen and it’s an exciting one for those who are.”
The three exclusions leave Canada with a decidedly less experienced
blueline. Only three of the nine defencemen named to the roster have
previous Olympic experience: Jocelyne Larocque, Meaghan Mikkelson
and Fast.
“We also need to look at the future. We have to look at 2026 [Olympics]
and beyond,” said Kingsbury. “We can’t forget about the experience and
what that brings to our roster. I really like the mix. We brought some
young athletes that our mature and ready to play a role for us… and we
brought some veterans that I know will lead the way, take charge and be
a force for our roster.”
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TSN.CA / Leafs won’t rest regulars, but Keefe will manage minutes
Despite clinching top spot in the North Division over the weekend, the
Leafs will not rest any regulars tonight in Ottawa, Mark Masters writes.

By Mark Masters

The Maple Leafs held an optional skate at Canadian Tire Centre on
Wednesday.
Despite clinching top spot in the North Division over the weekend, the
Leafs will not rest any regulars tonight in Ottawa.
"We want to continue to build good habits," coach Sheldon Keefe
explained. "Also, we do have something to play for in terms of positioning
in the league standings. And then just the reality is with our roster and
salary-cap situation, there's not a whole lot of flexibility there in terms of
moving things around, so our guys are going to go here today. I'll
probably manage the minutes a little bit differently than I would in other
types of games. It's a good chance for us to work at our four-line game."
The Washington Capitals leapfrogged the Leafs in the standings last
night, pushing them down to seventh place. But Toronto can still finish as
high as first overall.
The Leafs (76 points) will remain in the hunt for the Presidents' Trophy if
they defeat the Senators in any fashion and the San Jose Sharks defeat
the Golden Knights (80 points) in regulation and the Los Angeles Kings
defeat the Colorado Avalanche (78 points) in any fashion.
The Knights finish their regular-season schedule tonight while the
Avalanche, who own the tiebreaker over the Leafs, still have another
game against the Kings.
"We had a couple great practices here leading up to today," said Keefe.
"It's been very businesslike in terms of our approach coming in here.
There are two games remaining on the schedule and there's an
opportunity for us to continue to climb in the league standings. So, there's
a lot of different things here that would be motivations for us to continue
pushing. Perhaps the biggest one is with the schedule, it looks like it's
going to be late into next week before we get going [with the playoffs] so
that's a large gap. We have to stay sharp and stay game ready here so
these two games are important for that."
North Division playoffs expected to start next Wednesday, May 19, at
least for one of the series.
Jets-Oilers, bring on the old Smythe Division playoffs.
Habs-Leafs for the first time since 1979
— Pierre LeBrun (@PierreVLeBrun) May 12, 2021
The Leafs have been surging down the stretch with a 7-0-1 record since
April 22 allowing just 14 goals in that stretch.

"Well, no one talks about it, but they don't give up anything," observed
Senators coach D.J. Smith. "They don’t give up a lot of goals. They have
the puck a ton, obviously, but if you look down the middle of their ice and
on their back end, they’re now starting to look like a veteran team that’s
ready to win ... The guys they brought in are good additions. They're
hungry. They all know how to play. Their team is now ready and they've
gone through the growing pains and gone through some tough losses
and they're a team that can certainly win right now."
The Senators have played the Leafs tough this season, going 3-4-1
against their provincial rivals.
Smith wants young Sens to see what a '1A line looks like' tonight against
Maple Leafs
The Senators finish the season tonight against the rival Maple Leafs, and
head coach D.J. Smith says that he is happy that Toronto is not resting
players. Smith wants to win tonight, and admits he will try to keep some
of his young players away from the Leafs' stronger lines.
--Initially listed as game-time decisions, winger Nick Foligno and
defenceman Justin Holl are both expected to play tonight in Ottawa.
"We'll see if anything comes up the rest of the day, but both guys
responded well from yesterday's practice," Keefe said.
Holl missed Monday's workout with an undisclosed issue.
Foligno, who took a quick spin around the ice this morning in a track suit,
missed the last two games with an upper-body injury.
Leafs Ice Chips: Foligno expected to play; Keefe will manage minutes
Maple Leafs head coach Sheldon Keefe told reporters that forward Nick
Foligno responded well to practice Tuesday and is expected to play
tonight as the Leafs take on the Senators. Mark Masters has more.
--The Leafs need only look to their net tonight for additional motivation.
Frederik Andersen is making his first NHL appearance since March 19.
"He's a big part of this team," said winger Mitch Marner. "It does a lot for
us when he's in that net and so everyone's excited to have the Big Unit
back. We got to make sure we play smart and be ready in front of him."
"He's a massive part of our team," said defenceman Travis Dermott.
"Definitely a core guy."
Andersen has faced a long road back from a knee injury.
"I'm sure there's times when he definitely felt by himself or felt lonely and
stuff like that, especially when we went on those road trips and he had to
stay back," said Marner. "We know what kind of goalie he is in the net for
us and what he brings to this team confidence-wise. He's grinded. He's
worked his butt off to get back into the shape [where] he thinks he's the
best possible goalie he can be."
Keefe announced that the plan is for Jack Campbell to start the regularseason finale on Friday in Winnipeg.
'He's worked his butt off': Return of 'Big Unit' Andersen energizes Leafs
Maple Leafs forward Mitch Marner and defenceman Travis Dermott
explain what it means to the team to have Frederik Andersen back
between the pipes tonight against the Senators, and applaud him for all
the hard work he's put in since suffering a lower-body injury two months
ago.
--The North Division playoff matchups were confirmed on Tuesday night
when the Winnipeg Jets clinched the No. 3 seed. The Jets will take on
the Edmonton Oilers. The Leafs will face the Canadiens in the playoffs
for the first time since 1979.
"It's the Leafs versus the Habs so it's everything you want in a playoff
series," said Dermott. "I mean, you could look at all the history and
probably leave it at that, but I think we've had some good battles this year
that will add to the fire."
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Toronto went 7-2-1 against Montreal in the regular season.
As excitement builds in the fan base, the Leafs are doing their best not to
get caught up in the hype.
"I'm not going to talk about the series until the series comes," said
Marner. "We got to make sure we come ready to play this Ottawa team."
"I'm just going to focus on the Ottawa Senators here tonight," said Keefe
before breaking into a smile. "If I answer those questions, what are you
going to ask me for the next eight days or nine days before we start
playing?”
Keefe described the focus level of his group as "very strong" saying he
sensed a feeling of "unfinished business" even after the club clinched
first place in the division.
"I'm not really watching too much of TSN Hockey or anything, honestly,"
Marner said. "I'm just trying to stay off all the social media. Social media
can be a great thing for some things, but it's also a very bad thing
sometimes or most times, really. So, for me, I'm trying to stay off all that
stuff. I think our team's done a great job of that this year."
Even with no fans in the buildings or reporters in the dressing rooms, it
may be tough to tune out the buzz ahead of this much-anticipated series.
"I'm sure you can feel the energy in Toronto," Marner said. "Everyone's
excited for what we've done this season, but we just got to make sure we
keep going and keep working and try to get to that ultimate goal."
Marner maintains focus: 'I'm not going to talk about the series until the
series comes'
The Maple Leafs did not talk about the Canadiens at their morning
meeting, there was no mention that the first round playoff matchup has
been finalized. And when he spoke to the media, Mitch Marner did
everything he could to sidestep questions about the looming showdown.
Mark Masters has more.
--Projected Leafs roster for Wednesday's game:
Forwards: Pierre Engvall, Nick Foligno, Alex Galchenyuk, Alex Kerfoot,
Mitch Marner, Auston Matthews, Ilya Mikheyev, William Nylander, Wayne
Simmonds, Jason Spezza, John Tavares and Joe Thornton.
Defence: T.J. Brodie, Travis Dermott, Justin Holl, Ben Hutton, Jake
Muzzin and Morgan Rielly.
Goalies: Frederik Andersen and Jack Campbell.
Projected Senators lines for Wednesday's game:
Tkachuk - Norris - Batherson
Stützle - Pinto - C. Brown
Paul - Anisimov - Dadonov
Formenton - L. Brown - Kelly
Mete - Zaitsev
Brannstrom - Zub
Alsing - Bernard-Docker
Gustavsson
Forsberg
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TSN.CA / Wickenheiser moving east to pursue both of her passions
Hockey Hall of Famer will soon begin her residency at a Toronto hospital
in the emergency department while continuing in a full-time capacity as
assistant director of player development for the Maple Leafs, Frank
Seravalli writes.

By Frank Seravalli

You can now officially call her Hayley Wickenheiser, M.D.
Those are two incredible letters to add to any name at any time, let alone
one enshrined in the Hockey Hall of Fame as one of the most
accomplished players of all time.
But to graduate from medical school at the University of Calgary and
pass the requisite licensing exam in the middle of the first global
pandemic in a century?
“Us graduating medical school students have had the most unique
experience ever,” said Wickenheiser, who did her clinical rotations in
Toronto. “I was in the same hospital at the same time Ontario’s first
COVID-19 patient tested positive.”
Wickenheiser has everyone in awe – including her full-time employer in
the Toronto Maple Leafs, where she would trade her scrubs and white
coat for a track suit after her shift would end at the hospital to work in the
team’s player development department.
“What Hayley has contributed most to our program is that Hayley
challenges everyone she comes into contact with to challenge what they
may be capable of as an athlete, staff member and a teammate,” Leafs
general manager Kyle Dubas said Tuesday.
“Anyone in our organization who thinks that they have reached their
potential and limit only needs to look at all Hayley has accomplished and
continues to accomplish in order to realize we all have a lot more to give
to our community, to our club, and ourselves.”
Now, the challenge – even for someone who describes herself as a
“professional multi-tasker” – will continue as Wickenheiser packs to move
east from Calgary to Toronto in an attempt to pursue both of her
passions at once.
Wickenheiser, 42, will soon begin her residency at a Toronto hospital in
the emergency department. She has also re-signed with the Maple Leafs,
where she will continue in a full-time capacity as assistant director of
player development.
It is ambitious, but Wickenheiser knows no other way. She has also
already juggled this routine for the past couple years.
“In some ways, it will actually be easier now living in Toronto,”
Wickenheiser said. “I will now be in Toronto full-time. There will time to
be at the rink and there will be time at the hospital in rotation – whether
it’s at night or during the day.
“I’ve been very clear in my goals and it’s definitely doable. But it wouldn’t
be possible without great bosses like Kyle and Brendan [Shanahan], who
recognized right away that medicine is less flexible than Leafs and
they’ve allowed me to work around that schedule."
Wickenheiser said she got emotional in late April as medical school
wrapped. After completing her final three-hour surgery exam, she was
handed a letter that she wrote to herself three years earlier when she
began her journey.
“My writing was so messy. For the first minute I read it, I didn’t know what
it was. I completely forgot that I had even written it,” Wickenheiser said.
“But I started to cry because it brought me back to why I wanted to go
into medicine. Every word reinforced what I believed, to stay true to
yourself, be a team player, take care of yourself.
“That was my beacon or guiding light and it felt good that I had never lost
that."
A letter I wrote myself 3 years ago when I started med school. Today, I
wrote my last exam, and they handed the letter back. I gave up Harvard
to stay in 🇨🇦 years ago, and I'm glad I did. Congrats to all my fellow
Limpkins and thank you to @UCalgaryMed for a terrific education.
pic.twitter.com/BxaaDeKB0K
— Hayley Wickenheiser (@wick_22) May 1, 2021
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There is incredible power in writing down your dreams and then making
them a reality.

And Keefe noted, the Leafs have been on a collision course with
Montreal for some time.

Wickenheiser saw just about every angle of medicine over her rounds,
finding some parts intriguing and others less so. She worked in the
emergency department, surgery, obstetrics, intensive care, telemedicine
and family medicine, among others.

Toronto secured first place in the North Division last week after sitting
atop the standings most of the year, while the Canadiens have hovered
around fourth place for weeks. But it wasn’t until Winnipeg blanked
Vancouver 5-0 late on Tuesday to clinch third place in the North that the
Canadiens were locked in as the fourth seed.

“It was fascinating. I found the family medicine block to be the hardest,”
Wickenheiser explained. “I love emergency and I think that is just more
aligned with my personality. There is a lot of action that comes with that,
there is constant change. It’s in my nature to run towards that action
instead of away from it. But it’s not for everyone.”
Wickenheiser wasn’t just on the literal front lines in the hospital, she was
also at the front of the line in working with and amplifying charitable
causes during the pandemic.
“In addition to completing medical school and performing duties here as a
leader of our player development program, when the pandemic began,
Hayley used every ounce of remaining free time to lead the fight against
COVID-19. Not just by using her social media and public presence, but
by actually being on the ground and raising awareness, funds and PPE
drives early – before shifting to vaccine awareness and promotion,”
Dubas said.
As for her long-term future beyond the next two years of residency and
her new contract with the Maple Leafs? Wickenheiser isn’t sure.
Three years ago, Wickenheiser predicted in her letter to herself she’d be
an emergency doctor. “Maybe dabble in peds [pediatrics] and sports
medicine, maybe work in a tent in Africa somewhere.”
“Who knows?” she said. “I only know one thing about this, and that’s
medicine gives you wings. This is freedom to do a lot of different things.”
Maybe Wickenheiser will put medicine on hold, become the first female
coach on an NHL bench, or rise through the ranks in management.
“I honestly don’t know. Hockey is less of a sure thing. We’re all hired to
be fired,” Wickenheiser said. “I just know I’m not ready to give up hockey.
I like what I do right now. I love to be in the grind, in the video room,
watching hockey. I love helping players get better. We’ll see what kind of
opportunity might come up. The world is changing. For now, my plan is to
survive residency.”
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TSN.CA / Leafs keeping focus on task at hand

There’s no shortage of storylines wrapped up in the forthcoming series,
most of which are tied to the historic decades-long rivalry that binds
these Original Six clubs together.
Toronto has faced Montreal 757 times in the regular season, with a
record of 307-344-88-18. There would have been more meetings had the
NHL not placed the Leafs in the Western Conference for 17 seasons
from 1981-98, pitting them against the Habs only two or three times per
year.
It was before that, in April 1979, that Toronto tussled most recently with
Montreal in the playoffs. The Leafs were bounced from that series in four
straight losses.
Fast forward to this pandemic-shortened season, and the Leafs and
Habs have more than enough intel on each other to make for an
intriguing first-round matchup. Toronto has already played Montreal 10
times, posting a 7-2-1 record. Five of those games were decided by a
single goal, and the Leafs outscored Montreal 34-25.
That success could fuel Toronto in its next chapter, at a time of year
where they've struggled lately. The Leafs lost in the first round of three
straight playoff series from 2017 to 2019, and then failed to qualify for the
NHL’s playoff tournament last summer.
Suffice it to say, there’s a lot to talk about what’s next for Toronto. And
they’ll get to it, eventually.
“I'm sure [the series is] going to create a lot [of buzz], but we have two
games [left],” said Mitch Marner. “I’m not going to talk about the series
until the series [comes about]. I don't really want to look ahead too much.
We've got to make sure we play these two games hard and focus.”
“It's the Leafs versus the Habs. It's everything you want in a playoff
series I guess,” said Travis Dermott. “We've played them a fair amount of
times and got a good feeling there, but we want to take these next two
games in stride, really focus on the things that we think are going to be
important once playoffs come, make sure we have those areas dialled in,
and really make use of these last two games.”
In order to do that, Keefe won't be resting anyone on Wednesday. He
also expects to have Nick Foligno (upper body) and Justin Holl
(undisclosed injury) back in the lineup.

A first-round playoff series with the Canadiens is coming, but Sheldon
Keefe says his players are taking a businesslike approach to the final two
games of the regular season, Kristen Shilton writes.

"Our guys are going to go here today," Keefe said. "I'll probably manage
the minutes a little bit differently than I would in other types of games but
at the same time, it's a good chance for us to really work on our four-line
game and we're really looking to get things moving with the entire group."

By Kristen Shilton

The Leafs have aimed to stay even-keeled throughout this lead-up to
playoffs. Even when Toronto clinched the division in last Saturday’s win
(over Montreal, naturally), players showed up hungry to keep improving
at this week’s practices.

TORONTO — It’s been 42 years since the Maple Leafs last drew the
Montreal Canadiens in a playoff series. It’ll be at least a few more days
before the Leafs start dissecting their first-round opponent.
Even though the stage is now set for Toronto and Montreal to clash in the
postseason for the first time since 1979, the Leafs still have two regularseason games to get through. The penultimate one is Wednesday in
Ottawa, and Toronto isn’t looking past the Sens.
“I'm just going to focus on the Ottawa Senators here today,” said coach
Sheldon Keefe after Wednesday’s morning meetings. “If I answer those
questions [about Montreal] now, what are you going to ask me for the
next eight or nine days before we start playing? It's nice to know who the
opponent is going to be, but we didn't even bring it up or discuss it [with
the players] this morning.”

“The guys were happy [to clinch], but you could just sense that there was
unfinished business,” said Keefe. “They knew that was part of the
process but that's certainly not the goal. We've had a couple great
practices here leading up to today. It's been very businesslike in terms of
our approach. There are two games remaining on the schedule and
there's an opportunity for us to continue to climb in the league standings.
That would be motivation for us to continue to push here.”
Toronto currently sits seventh overall in the NHL standings with 76
points, and could technically still win the Presidents’ Trophy. That
scenario would involve the Leafs beating both Ottawa on Wednesday
and Winnipeg on Friday, and having Vegas and Colorado lose their three
remaining games in regulation.
It’s unlikely to happen, but a carrot nonetheless for the Leafs to chase.
Plus, these final games are the best tune-up Toronto can get before a
long layoff leading up to the playoffs starting.
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Because Vancouver’s COVID-19 outbreak forced an extension of the
North Division schedule into next week, the earliest possible date for the
Leafs first playoff game is May 19.
“It looks like it's going to be late into next week before we get going so
that's a large gap,” Keefe said. “And we've got to stay sharp, stay gameready here, so these two games are important for that.”
Wednesday will be an especially big night for Frederik Andersen. The
goaltender will see his first NHL action since March 19, after which he
was sidelined by a recurring knee injury. Keefe already stated Jack
Campbell will start in Friday’s regular-season finale, so it’s the only
appearance Andersen will see before playoffs.
Whether it’ll be Campbell of Andersen manning the net in Game 1
against Montreal is yet to be announced. Right now it’s enough for
Andersen and his teammates that he’s healthy enough to get back in at
all, and potentially giving the club options for what’s ahead.
“He's a big part of this team. He does a lot for us when he's in the net,”
said Marner. “We know what kind of goalie he is in that net for us and
what he brings to this team confidence-wise. He's grinded, he's worked
his butt off to get back into the shape where he thinks he's the best
possible goalie he can be and we're excited for that and we're excited for
him.”
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USA TODAY / NHL award picks: Connor McDavid runs away with MVP,
but others are up for grabs

second-most shots this season and stopped an impressive 92.5% of
them.
Norris Trophy (defenseman)
Hascup: Adam Fox, New York Rangers
Brehm: Fox
Evans: Fox
Fox checks all the boxes to win this award: he led defensemen in points
(47), was second in points per game (0.85) among blueliners with at least
40 games played and recorded a strong 1.13 points per 60 minutes at
five-on-five play mark. More important, he was on the ice for 58% of the
Rangers' five-on-five goals, more shot attempts for than against, more
scoring chances for than against despite starting only 45.8% of the time
in the offensive zone. He also logged 24:42 of ice time per game, one of
the highest marks in the league.
Jack Adams Award (coach)
Hascup: Joel Quenneville, Florida Panthers
Brehm: Rod Brind'Amour, Carolina Hurricanes
Evans: Dean Evason, Minnesota Wild
The Wild have been arguably the NHL's most surprising team in their first
"full" season with Evason at the helm. A Jack Adams nod for Evason
would be a nice recognition of the best season in Wild history by points
percentage. Brind'Amour and Quenneville helped their teams finish first
and second in the Central Division.
Calder Trophy (rookie)
Hascup: Kirill Kaprizov, Wild

Jace Evans

Brehm: Kaprizov
Evans: Kaprizov

The 2021 NHL season is nearly over, and voting on the awards is about
to begin.
In a 56-game season with a condensed schedule, nothing has been
normal. Usually, every team would play every other team at least twice,
giving us a big sample size and ample opportunity to see how players
perform against all manner of competition. This year, teams played
strictly within their division and there were plenty of rescheduled games
and players having to sit out because of coronavirus protocols.
Despite the unusual season, awards will still be handed out as many
players have stood out for their spectacular play.
USA TODAY Sports' NHL staffers are here to make their picks for the top
regular-season awards:
Hart Trophy (MVP to his team)
Jimmy Hascup: Connor McDavid, Edmonton Oilers
Mike Brehm: McDavid
Jace Evans: McDavid
McDavid ran away with the scoring race by recording points at a clip we
haven't seen since the heyday of Mario Lemieux and Jaromir Jagr on the
mid-1990s Penguins. With over 100 points in this abbreviated 56-game
season, McDavid made clear he's the best player in the world and should
easily capture his second Hart Trophy.
Vezina Trophy (goalie)
Hascup: Andrei Vasilevskiy, Tampa Bay Lightning
Brehm: Vasilevskiy
Evans: Vasilevskiy
Vasilevskiy did the heavy lifting for Tampa this year, finishing first in the
NHL in wins once again (with 31) while making 42 starts. He faced the

Though significantly older than your average rookie after spending a few
years playing in his native Russia, there's no denying Kaprizov has had
the biggest impact on a franchise of any first-year player. The leading
rookie scorer has helped transform the Wild, whom he leads in scoring
by double digits.
Selke Trophy (defensive forward)
Hascup: Patrice Bergeron, Boston Bruins
Brehm: Aleksander Barkov, Panthers
Evans: Mark Stone, Vegas Golden Knights
Bergeron continues to be a defensive whiz, a center who continues to tilt
the ice and limit chances against. Stone, the NHL leader in takeaways,
per StatMuse, also leads his team in scoring. Selke wins are rare among
wingers, but Stone deserves recognition for his fantastic two-way work.
Barkov's solid two-way play will get more notice because of the Panthers'
strong season.
General Manager of the Year
Hascup: Marc Bergevin, Montreal Canadiens
Brehm: Bergevin
Evans: Joe Sakic, Colorado Avalanche
The offseason acquisitions of defenseman Devon Toews and forward
Brandon Saad added nice depth and made an already-potent Colorado
squad even more dangerous. More broadly, Sakic should be
acknowledged for building a young, exciting team that has become mustwatch for hockey fans and should compete for years to come. Bergevin
was the busiest in the offseason and most of his moves panned out,
especially Tyler Toffoli and Jake Allen. Plus he was quick to make a
coaching move.
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