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In a season of coin flips, the important ones came up the Hurricanes’ way  

By Luke DeCock  

It’s easy to get lost in the adversity the Carolina Hurricanes 
had to overcome, starting at the very beginning with a 
COVID outbreak and followed by a litany of injuries to key 
players even in this shortened season, to overlook just how 
many things went right. 

There was nothing assured about the Hurricanes finishing 
the season as one of the best teams in the NHL and 
champions of an exceedingly difficult division, even if that’s 
been the trajectory of the franchise since Rod Brind’Amour 
took over a talented but rudderless group three years ago 
and gave it discipline and direction. 

The Hurricanes went into this season gambling in more than 
a few places, players where they were hoping rather than 
knowing, areas of the team that were strengths on paper but 
potential weaknesses on the ice. There was more 
uncertainty going into this season than anyone cares to 
admit now; not whether this was a playoff team, but just how 
good it could actually be. 

Their eventual success hung, essentially, on a series of coin 
flips. The Hurricanes won more than their share, and while 
they didn’t win them all, they won the biggest and most 
important ones. 

Which is how they ended up here, hosting the Nashville 
Predators in the first round of the playoffs, avoiding the 
Tampa Bay Lightning and Florida Panthers, already with a 
banner to hang for the first time since 2006. 

That covers a long list of things, from Jordan Staal turning 
back the clock to Nino Niederreiter rediscovering his scoring 
touch to Vincent Trocheck re-establishing himself as a 
legitimate No. 2 NHL center, the All-Star he once was. Martin 
Necas is starting to find ways to use his speed to change the 
game. Jake Bean remains raw, but he’s added something. 
Warren Foegele and Brock McGinn scored key goals. 

Nobody claimed Alex Nedeljkovic on waivers in January, and 
he all but saved the Hurricanes’ season when Petr Mrazek 

got hurt. Midseason acquisitions Cedric Paquette and Jani 
Hakanpaa found and filled roles quickly. If this had been an 
82-game season, the Hurricanes were on pace to have six 
20-goal scorers, their most since 2006-07. 

There have certainly been misses. Jake Gardiner still hasn’t 
found his footing here, and Andrei Svechnikov certainly has 
the exceptional talent to score more than he has, even 
before we get to the infuriating offensive-zone stick penalties. 
Haydn Fleury and Ryan Dzingel became expendable. And 
there have been key injuries, to Mrazek and Teuvo 
Teravainen and others, that held the Hurricanes back. 

But there wasn’t anything even close to catastrophic, 
unexpected or otherwise. The Hurricanes were pretty sure 
what they were going to get from Sebastian Aho and Dougie 
Hamilton, Jaccob Slavin and Brett Pesce. This team isn’t 
built to carry them as passengers, and they led from the front 
as they were expected to do. 

It’s easy to sit here and take them for granted, and just as 
easy to take for granted how much went right for the 
Hurricanes that could easily have gone wrong. Perfectly 
promising past seasons have been derailed by less, and the 
Hurricanes may very well look back and say that having the 
No. 1 seed in this particular division, in this unusual year, 
made all the difference. 

None of that matters now. The playoffs are a different 
animal, and the Hurricanes have a different set of 
uncertainties to manage. Still, they operate now from a 
foundation that’s stronger than it was in January, or last 
August, or the spring of 2019. 

Just about everything else the Hurricanes weren’t sure about 
going into training camp, they are sure about heading into 
the playoffs.  

That doesn’t guarantee anything. But it’s a pretty good place 
to start.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carolina Hurricanes head into playoffs awaiting good news on the blue line yet again  
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By Luke DeCock  

It’s almost a tradition at this point: If the Carolina Hurricanes 
are in the playoffs, they’re probably worried about the 
availability of a key defenseman. In 2019, it was Calvin de 
Haan. In 2020, Dougie Hamilton. 

And now, it’s their most important defenseman of all: Jaccob 
Slavin. 

Slavin was pulled from the Hurricanes’ second-to-last game 
of the regular season last weekend for what Hurricanes 
coach Rod Brind’Amour has called precautionary reasons 
after a “tweak” but Slavin also hadn’t practiced with the full 
team until Sunday. 

Slavin was out early Sunday morning with third goalie James 
Reimer and the other extras for additional work but rejoined 
the team for practice a half-hour later. 

With Cedric Paquette back on the ice, the Hurricanes had 
their full complement of players available for practice for the 
first time in months heading into Monday’s Game 1 against 
the Nashville Predators. The question now is whether they’ll 
have their full complement available at 8 p.m. Paquette 
(lower-body injury) hasn’t played since April 29. Brock 
McGinn (upper body) has been practicing but hasn’t played 
since April 4. 

“We have a couple guys who are questionable,” Brind’Amour 
said Sunday. “That’s keeping me a little antsy. Obviously, 
we’d like to be 100 percent sure going into this. I won’t know 
until (Monday). (Slavin) got out there. So that’s good, 
hopefully.” 

Slavin, a potential Norris Trophy and Lady Byng candidate, 
doesn’t put up the big offensive numbers that Hamilton does 
but his smooth two-way game is even more important to the 
Hurricanes, who routinely use Slavin against the opposition’s 
best forwards. 

De Haan, who was coming back from a right shoulder injury 
in the spring of 2019, made his debut in Game 4 of the 

Capitals series and appeared in every playoff game the rest 
of the way. (He needed surgery in the offseason.) Hamilton 
missed the preliminary round series against the New York 
Rangers last August still recovering from the broken leg he 
suffered in January but was ready for the start of the first-
round series against the Boston Bruins. 

McGinn, meanwhile, is looking forward to his first action in 
more than a month. 

“It’s definitely not fun watching,” McGinn said. “You want to 
be out there helping the guys. They did a great job finishing 
first in our division. It’s nice seeing everybody on the ice. 
We’ve kind of had that next-man-up mentality all season but 
to see everybody out there it’s great and everybody’s got 
smiles on their faces and ready to go.”  

Expect Mrazek in net 

If practice is any indication, Petr Mrazek will get the call in 
goal against the Predators, although Brind’Amour has kept 
his decision-making process very quiet throughout the week 
leading up to Game 1. Mrazek continued on Sunday to 
occupy the net traditionally used by the starter in practice. 

These go to 11 

With an agreement with the NHL to set PNC Arena’s 
maximum attendance at 11,000 for Game 1, the Hurricanes 
were able to put a limited number of first-round playoff tickets 
on sale to the general public Sunday. Previously, they were 
only available to season-ticket holders. 

The Hurricanes were still negotiating with the NHL on 
Sunday to increase capacity, Hurricanes general manager 
Don Waddell said. While the state of North Carolina has 
lifted capacity limits on indoor arenas, the Hurricanes will 
have to bring in additional ventilation and dehumidification 
equipment to meet NHL standards, which Waddell said 
Friday could take a few weeks. 

Under North Carolina’s previous regulations, the Hurricanes 
were going to be limited to about 6,000 fans.
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How much does Stanley Cup playoff experience matter for the Carolina Hurricanes?  

By Chip Alexander  

Carolina Hurricanes captain Jordan Staal has played 96 
career Stanley Cup playoff games and won a Cup. Teuvo 
Teravainen has played half as many playoff games, but also 
has won a Cup. 

Then there’s Canes forward Steven Lorentz. When Carolina 
faces the Nashville Predators in the playoffs, Game 1 will be 
his first — if he’s in the lineup. 

But how valuable is Stanley Cup playoff experience? When 
the puck goes down Monday, does it matter how any times 
you’ve been there, done that? Or is it just game on? 

“Having it is good because you know how hard it is and you 
know what you have to do,” Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour 
said Thursday. “You know how every game goes and how 
every play matters. Being involved with that over time, I 
think, helps you.  

“But also, sometimes, being new to it is good, too, because 
you don’t know that stuff. You just go play. I think there may 
be less pressure when you’re new to it. The longer you’ve 
been around the more the magnitude grows because you 
know how fleeting it is and you know you may never get 
another chance at it. 

“I think it’s good to have the experience, especially being 
kicked in the teeth a couple times.” 

In the 2019 Stanley Cup playoffs, Brind’Amour took a bunch 
of playoff newbies into the first round against the Washington 
Capitals — Sebastian Aho, Jaccob Slavin, Brett Pesce, 
Warren Foegele, Brock McGinn and others. Veteran 
defenseman Justin Faulk, who was in his eighth season, was 
getting his first taste of the Stanley Cup playoffs. 

Some of the Canes appeared a bit wide-eyed in the first two 
games in Washington. Carolina lost both. But once they got 
a feel for the ramped up intensity, the Canes just played. 
They won the opening-round Eastern Conference series in 
seven games against a team that was the 2018 Stanley Cup 
champion. 

“Two years ago, we didn’t have any (experience) and we did 
pretty good,” said defenseman Dougie Hamilton, who has 
been in 43 playoff games. “I don’t know that it matters, to be 
honest. Leadership is huge to help you through that stuff.” 

It helps to have a captain nicknamed “Mr. Game 7” and a 
three-time Cup winner, and the Canes had that in Justin 
Williams in 2019. With Game 7 against the Caps in a second 
overtime, Williams centered the pass toward the net that 
McGinn knocked in for one of most memorable goals and 
moments in franchise history. 

Williams has retired, but McGinn will be in the playoffs for a 
third straight year. After missing the last 19 games of the 

regular season with an upper-body injury, the winger was at 
practice Thursday and appears good to go for the playoffs. 

Jordan Staal wears the “C” for the Canes and has become 
more vocal this season. That can help in the heat of the 
playoffs — knowing what to say and when to say it. 

Canes forward Jordan Martinook said the energy and 
adrenaline of the playoffs can overcome a lot. Players, with 
or without playoff experience, are excited and many rise to 
the occasion. 

“There are going to be times when it’s not going to go 
perfect,” Martinook said Thursday. “We’ve got a lot of guys 
who have experienced that, and you’re going to have to dig 
in and realize there’s things that aren’t going to come your 
way and it’s adversity and you’re going to have to overcome 
that. 

“Ask any team that wins the Stanley Cup (and) their ride is 
not going to be perfect. You’ve got to be able to manage the 
emotions, manage the ebbs and flows of all that’s going to 
happen.” 

Brind’Amour knows that. He won the 2006 Stanley Cup as 
captain of the Canes in anything but a perfect ride. Staal won 
a Cup with Pittsburgh, Teravainen with Chicago and forward 
Cedric Paquette last year with Tampa Bay in the bubble — 
Paquette has been in 91 career playoff games. 

The Predators, in the playoffs for a seventh straight year, 
have a number of players such as defenseman Roman Josi 
(75 games) and forward Filip Forsberg (65) who are 
postseason veterans and competed in the 2017 Stanley Cup 
final. They’ve been there., done that. 

It takes 16 wins for a team to hold up the Cup. There will be 
ebbs and flows and some teeth kicked in.  

“We put in a ton of work to get to where we are,” Martinook 
said. “The end goal is to win the Stanley Cup.” 

Staal selected for Chiasson Award 

Canes captain Jordan Staal selected was by his teammates 
as the winner of the 2020-21 Steve Chiasson Award. The 
award is given annually to the player who “ exemplifies 
determination and dedication while proving to be an 
inspiration to his teammates through his performance and 
approach to the game.” 

Of note 

Defensemen Jaccob Slavin and Brett Pesce, and forward 
Cedric Paquette did not practice Saturday at PNC Arena but 
Brind’Amour again said he hopes to have everyone ready for 
Monday and Game 1. Defenseman Max Lajoie, who played 
for the Chicago Wolves (AHL) this season, was at practice.
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Canes coach lifted the Stanley Cup as a player. Now, he wants a chance to do it again  

By Chip Alexander  

Carolina Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour can stand 
behind the home bench at PNC Arena, look up and see his 
old jersey hanging in the rafters. Fittingly, it’s close to the 
2006 Stanley Cup banner. 

The Carolina Hurricanes retired Brind’Amour’s No. 17 in 
2011, not long after he retired as a player — after 21 years in 
the league, after being the consummate team captain for the 
Canes, after winning a Cup. 

The Stanley Cup was at the retirement ceremony that night 
in PNC Arena. Many wondered if Brind’Amour would lift it 
again, recreate that magic moment in June 2006 when the 
Canes were the champions and their ecstatic captain all but 
yanked the Cup out of the hands of commissioner Gary 
Bettman. 

But Brind’Amour wouldn’t. The only one time you touch it, he 
said then and has often repeated, is when you win. 

“You have to earn it,” he said.  

Brind’Amour would like to touch it again, lift it over his head 
again. Earn it again. For the third straight season since he 
became head coach, the Hurricanes are a Stanley Cup 
playoff team, considered a solid Cup contender. 

“All of us, the staff, the players, the owner, we’re here to win 
the Stanley Cup,” Brind’Amour recently said. “We’re on all 
the same page and we’re trying to be the last team standing, 
which means the team that wins it all.” 

That’s no easy task. In 2006, Brind’Amour likened winning a 
Stanley Cup to climbing Mount Everest. It’s an arduous climb 
through the playoffs that can push you to a breaking point, 
physically and emotionally. 

Brind’Amour handled it as a player. Now he must and try and 
do it in his third try as head coach, with all that comes with it. 

‘A great leader for us’ 

Recently, Brind’Amour was asked if he was a better player 
than a coach. 

“Player, easy,” he said. “I’ve got good players, I’ve got a 
good staff that makes coaching a lot easier.” 

Brind’Amour said as a player he believed coaching was 
overrated, that the players, not the guy behind the bench 
made the difference. He prepared, he played and he played 
hard. Brind’Amour was a warrior on the ice, his wide eyes 
filled with intensity. 

Three years as the head guy behind the bench — often like 
dog years for a coach — has changed that belief. 

“When I played, I thought coaching was, how hard can it 
be?” Brind’Amour said. “And in doing this for a while you 
realize there’s a lot. There’s a lot that goes into it to get to the 
level you want to get to.” 

Brind’Amour often has credited majority owner Tom Dundon 
and Don Waddell, the team’s president and general 
manager, for making the commitment to winning. The Canes, 
long considered a “budget team,” have spent to the NHL 

salary cap under Dundon and made significant personnel 
changes under Waddell. 

“I say it all the time, we have great people here who are 
committed to doing it right,” Brind’Amour said. “I don’t think 
we saw the change coming this quickly. I think it was a vision 
that we had where, ‘OK, we want to get relevant every year, 
we’ve got some good pieces here, keep building.’ That’s why 
we’re having success.” 

But Brind’Amour is the one who is around the players. He 
decides on who plays, on playing time, on matchups.  

“His message is, you’ve got to do it right 100 percent of the 
time,” said forward Jordan Martinook, one of the Canes’ 
alternate captains. “I think he really pushed us this year and 
obviously it was a ton of hockey. Everybody pushed each 
other and he was obviously the driving force behind all of it.” 

Brind’Amour sets an example. He’s in the building early, 
going through a conditioning workout that might shame some 
players. Then all the game preparation. He sets the tone. 

“It’s huge the work he puts in.” Canes center Sebastian Aho 
said. “The leadership, the whole culture is pretty much him. 

“He’s honest. He can be tough but he’s fair.. He expects the 
players to work for him because he does that for the players. 
He puts the most work in when he coaches. He’s a great 
leader for us.” 

‘A different era’ 

When Brind’Amour played, he would all but limp his way on 
to the ice, if necessary. Sore knee? He played. Sore 
shoulder? He played. Concussion symptoms? Just a 
headache. 

But the players today must be handled differently, he said. 
Not so much pampered, but differently. Medical treatment is 
different. Concussions are handled differently, cautiously and 
judiciously. 

“We played in a different era,” Brind’Amour said. “I have a 
little harder time with today’s player on some things, but I 
think they’re smarter. I think we’re way better educated on 
that, and we treat them way better. We have better methods 
to treat everything and understanding injuries, so it’s part of 
the game right now.” 

Since the franchise moved to North Carolina in 1997 and 
became the Carolina Hurricanes, it has had Paul Maurice, 
Peter Laviolette, Kirk Muller, Bill Peters and now 
Brind’Amour as their head coaches. 

Laviolette won the Cup in 2006. Only Brind’Amour has taken 
the team to the playoffs three consecutive years. 

“He’s a very, very big part of our success,” center Vincent 
Trocheck said. “I think it would be a completely different story 
with someone else.” 

Brind’Amour, 50, is in the final year of an initial three-year 
contract. One of the NHL’s lowest-paid coaches, he’s in line 
for a substantial raise with an extension. That salary could 
rise should he be awarded the Jack Adams Award as the 
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league’s coach of the year, should his team sizzle in the 
postseason.  

Each year has presented a different challenge in the 
playoffs, and not just in winning and losing. 

In 2019, the Canes returned to the playoffs for the first time 
since 2009. PNC Arena was full, the noise loud, the energy 
force palpable. The Canes reached the Eastern Conference 
finals before falling to the Boston Bruins. 

A year later, no one knew if there would be Stanley Cup 
playoffs. The coronavirus pandemic shut down the NHL in 
March 2020 and for months there was uncertainty about 
what came next. The league and players finally agreed on a 
Return to Play postseason that began in August, but with 
games played in a bubble, with no fans. Again, the Bruins 
ended the Canes’ playoffs. 

This season did not begin until January. There were 56 
games and new divisions. With pandemic restrictions eased 
in the state, Canes fans finally began to return to PNC Arena 
in March, limited to fewer than 5,000 a game. Gov. Roy 

Cooper, a self-proclaimed “Huge Caniac,” could see his team 
again in person, if he wanted. 

The Canes won the Central Division, their first divisional title 
since 2005-06. They’ve been among the NHL’s best teams. 
They’ face the Nashville Predators in the opening round of 
the plays, with Game 1 on Monday at PNC Arena. 

The common thread and strongest bond is Rod Brind’Amour. 
As good as he was a player, and he was very, very good, he 
has been just as good as a head coach. 

Only one thing is missing — something he’d like to touch 
again. 

Predators at Hurricanes 

Stanley Cup Playoffs, Round One 

When: 8 p.m., Monday 

Where: PNC Arena, Raleigh 

Watch: CNBC, BSSO

 

Canes begin quest to fill in all the boxes in the Stanley Cup playoffs  

By Chip Alexander  

The Carolina Hurricanes have lined up 16 white boxes on the 
front facade of PNC Arena. 

Fill in all 16 with a hurricane-warning emblem and Canes 
fans can start partying like it’s 2006.  

It takes 16 victories to claim the Stanley Cup, which many 
believe is the hardest trophy in sports to win. For the Canes, 
that quest begins Monday in Game 1 of their Central Division 
first-round series with the Nashville Predators. 

“Everybody is super excited to get into the playoffs,” Canes 
forward Nino Niederreiter said Friday. “Whenever you’re in 
the playoffs, everything is possible. We can’t be just satisfied 
with being in. We want to make sure we have a good run. 
But it starts out from just Game 1 and go from there.” 

In the 2019 playoffs, in Rod Brind’Amour’s first year as head 
coach, the Canes filled the first eight boxes at PNC Arena 
with the red-and-black emblems by winning a best-of-seven 
playoff series against the Washington Capitals and then the 
New York Islanders. Then came the Boston Bruins. The rest 
of the boxes were left blank, and soon removed, after the 
Bruins swept the Eastern Conference finals in four games. 

Last uear’s playoffs were held in the bubble cities of Toronto 
and Edmonton because of the pandemic. But playoff hockey 
is back in Raleigh, back at PNC Arena. 

Brind’Amour, the Canes’ captain on the 2006 Cup champion, 
had no problems getting himself amped up for the playoffs 
when he was a player. And as a head coach? 

“It just feels like a lot of stress,” he said last week. “As a 
player, you worry about yourself. ‘How do I get ready?’ 
You’re excited to go play. When you’re a coach you’re 
worried about 20 guys. You’re worried about all of them, 
where they’re at, are they feeling good? 

“So you’ve got that little bit of anxiety, but also it’s a good 
time of year. This is what they’ve worked for, to have a 
chance to play for the Stanley Cup, play in the playoffs. So 
it’s all come to this point.” 

The Canes (36-12-8) were the Central Division champions in 
the NHL’s new four-division setup that will be a one-and-
done caused by the pandemic. The Predators (31-23-2), with 
a late push, finished fourth. 

After a 6-3 beating by Tampa Bay on March 13, the 
Predators were 11-16-1 at the halfway point of the 56-game 
season. They went 20-7-1 in the second half as some injured 
players began to filter back into the lineup, going 7-2-1 in 
their last 10 to nail down the final playoff spot in the Central. 

“We’ve more or less been playing playoff hockey for the last 
two months because our playoff lives were on the line,” 
Predators defenseman Ryan Ellis said Friday on a media 
call.  

The Canes, who were 20-7-1 in the first half of the season, 
won the first six games in the divisional series with the Preds 
but then dropped the final two games of the regular season, 
in Nashville.  

“You could tell there was a big difference when they were 
missing some of their guys,” Brind’Amour said. “I think they 
figured it out when they got healthy. They kind of got their 
game going. I think they were a little bit all over the place, 
maybe because of the injuries and whatnot. Then all of a 
sudden the last month or month and a half that was the team 
that everybody expected to see from the get-go.  

“They’ve got a powerful lineup. There’s no weaknesses. And 
then when their goalies are playing as well as they are, that 
just amps up everything that they’re doing. It’s not great 
news for us that they’ve figured it out, but it’s going to be a 
challenge for us either way.” 
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Goalie Juuse Saros has become the No. 1 guy after the 
Preds leaned for so many seasons on Pekka Rinne. Saros, 
26, played 36 games, going 21-11-1 with a 2.28 goals-
against average and .927 save percentage. 

Rinne, the 2018 Vezina Trophy winner, played just five 
games in the second half of the season as Saros became 
the workhorse. While the younger of the two Finns took over 
in net, Rinne, 38, turned back the clock in the final regular-
season game against Carolina — albeit against a Canes 
team with several regulars held out of the lineup — in 
notching his 60th career shutout with 30 saves in a 5-0 win. 

Brind’Amour was asked if, as the Central’s No. 1 seed, and 
with one of the best records in the NHL, the Canes will feel 
like the “hunted” this year. 

“All that kind of goes out the window,” he said. “I feel like 
everybody’s now hunting each other. That’s our mentality. 
That’s the way we have to play anyway.” 

The Canes are hunting 16 Stanley Cup victories. A crowd 
that could be as large as 11,000 or 12,000 will be in PNC 
Arena on Monday to see the start of that quest in Game 1 
against the Predators. 

“I know I’m going to be amped up, for every game,” Canes 
forward Steven Lorentz said Saturday. “The playoffs are a 
whole different animal. It doesn’t matter if you’re the first 
seed or the eighth seed. If you show up up ready to play and 
out-compete the other team that’s usually the team that ends 
up on top. I can’t wait to get going.”

 

 

Where did Alex Nedeljkovic come from? Inside his journey from top prospect to waivers to 
Hurricanes playoff hope 

By Sara Civian 

It was 9 a.m. on Jan. 13, and Alex Nedeljkovic was staring at 
a clock that was moving so slow he was starting to think it 
was broken. 

He’d packed up his essentials the night before, just in case. 
He’d also prepared his now-fiancee, Emma, and their black 
lab, Zeke, for the possibility of moving. 

To where? Good question. 

This was Nedeljkovic’s first experience being placed on NHL 
waivers, and up until Jan. 12, he’d assumed the whole ordeal 
involved a bit more behind-the-scenes intel. 

“I was pretty anxious. It was pretty stressful those 24 hours,” 
he told The Athletic last week. “I thought maybe there would 
be, like, some communication from the GM, from the team, 
from Don (Waddell), somebody. Maybe they knew if 
someone had put a bid in or if there wasn’t much. But I 
guess there’s really no knowledge perhaps until those last 10 
minutes there. Personally, I didn’t know.” 

So from about 9 a.m. until noon, there was nothing to do but 
stare at the clock. 

“The night before, I was speculating who might make a claim 
and whatnot,” he recalled. “But the next morning I didn’t 
really eat — I couldn’t eat.” 

The Canes had placed Nedeljkovic on waivers with the 
intention of assigning him to the taxi squad and gaining cap 
relief. It wasn’t supposed to symbolize some death sentence 
for his career. It was also understood that the waiver market 
was different this season due to pandemic complications and 
that placing him on waivers was less of a risk than usual. 

But the Hurricanes had drafted him 37th in 2014, and he’d 
been with the organization his entire five-season pro career. 
With only six NHL appearances to that point, the Canes 

hadn’t been clearing much of a path for a 25-year-old they 
once heralded as their “goalie of the future.” 

Former Charlotte Checkers head coach Mike Vellucci coined 
that term a few years ago. It was clear he had unwavering 
faith in Nedeljkovic’s future with the way he always talked 
about him, even when the big club wasn’t giving him an 
opportunity. Vellucci’s confidence wasn’t the unanimous 
opinion, though, if the whole “six NHL games played in four 
full pro seasons” thing didn’t tip you off. 

Nedeljkovic’s path to the NHL was never going to be easy, 
and there were always going to be doubters — a 5-foot-11 
stature isn’t particularly conducive to a typical statue-in-net 
style of play. But those who have actually been a part of this 
journey know that’s irrelevant, and the rest of us are starting 
to catch on. He doesn’t have to fit that mold. He doesn’t even 
want to fit that mold. 

Have we forgotten our ancestors? 

If it helps, Nedeljkovic grew up idolizing three people: puck-
handling, reflexive Marty Brodeur (who, yes, was a student of 
butterfly), “third defenseman” Ron Hextall and 5-foot-11 
assist machine Marty Turco. 

His game, in its essence, is a blend of elite skating and 
puckhandling that sounds more like a description of a puck-
moving defenseman than your standard goalie. So yeah, 
without a genuine chance to show how that all works at the 
NHL level, the Hurricanes placed him on waivers. He could 
be someone else’s code to crack — the Canes were in an 
important stretch of a playoff run and figured they didn’t have 
the time, even if they saw the potential. 

“It’s the business part of the game, right?” said recently 
promoted Hurricanes goalie coach Paul Schonfelder, who 
has been with the organization and working with Nedeljkovic 
since 2017. “My message to these guys, especially when 
they’re younger is: ‘It’s out of your control. We need to just 
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focus on what you can control.’ But you’re only human — I’m 
sure the thought crosses your mind on what’s going to 
happen. But the more time you spend focusing on that or 
worrying about it, it’s not going to help you do the things you 
can control. 

“At the end of the day, that was basically my message (to 
Nedeljkovic): ‘All right, this is happening. But let’s just get on 
the ice, let’s get to work. Let’s focus on what you can 
control.'” 

Finally, Hurricanes GM Don Waddell gave Nedeljkovic a call 
at 10 past noon. He had cleared waivers and he was to join 
the team on its upcoming trip to Detroit. 

Maybe the Hurricanes thought they were doing him a favor 
by potentially releasing him into the wild and giving him a 
chance to earn an NHL spot. It turns out the 30 NHL teams 
that passed him over might be receiving thank you notes by 
the end of this playoff run. 

A friendly-fire collision between Petr Mrazek and Max 
McCormick on Jan. 30 would sideline Mrazek for 31 games 
with a thumb injury and force the Hurricanes to give 
Nedeljkovic an actual chance. 

That chance turned into a 15-5-3 record, three shutouts and, 
of course, an overtime assist. 

His 1.90 goals-against average and .932 save percentage 
ended up first in the NHL among goaltenders who played at 
least 20 games, and the advanced metrics are no less 
impressive: 

“I knew he was capable of being an everyday NHL 
goaltender, but at the end of the day you can only predict, 
right?” Schonfelder said. “You don’t know until they get the 
opportunity. Is he going to be a guy that plays X amount of 
games? Is he going to be a guy that plays a lot?” 

Welcome to finding out. 

Nedeljkovic credits his parents, Theresa and Butch, for not 
only getting him into hockey from a young age but allowing 
him to travel to more hotbed areas. He grew up in Parma, 
Ohio — about a 30-minute drive from Cleveland — and 
played bantam for the Cleveland Barons from 2009-11. But 
at some point, a goaltender of his caliber was bound to 
outgrow what a place like Cleveland can provide in terms of 
hockey development. So the Nedeljkovics went pretty much 
everywhere. 

“They put me in hockey, they let me grow and kind of move 
away from home a bit,” Nedeljkovic said. “Especially when I 
was just getting into high school, travel-wise I’d go to 
Chicago, Detroit, Boston, Ottawa, Montreal — we flew out to 
Edmonton one year when I was, like, 12 years old to play. 
We even went overseas a few times to Russia and Europe. 

“Not many 10-, 11-, 12-year-olds get to say they were able to 
do that. I definitely wouldn’t be here right now if it weren’t for 
my mom and dad.” 

Speaking of Detroit, his first season truly away from home 
was 2011-12, with Belle Tire, a well-known Tier 1 team. He 
was teammates with future NHLers from the Michigan area 
like Kyle Connor, Zach Werenski and Dylan Larkin. He 
turned enough heads to get called up to the OHL’s Plymouth 

Whalers right around his 16th birthday in 2012-13. By the 
end of the season, he was starting in goal for a playoff run 
against players as old as 20. 

Hurricanes teammate Vincent Trocheck captained that 
Whalers team. 

“He was sort of quiet at first,” Trocheck recalled of a young 
Nedeljkovic. “But he’s got that dry sense of humor. He was 
just a good kid.” 

Although he was playing amongst some of the best NHL 
prospects at the time and excelling, the implications didn’t 
really hit Nedeljkovic until he got to the draft. 

“As a kid, growing up, I was kind of naive,” he said. “It was 
always a dream to play in the league, but I never actually — 
until I was 18 in my draft year — it never really hit me that I 
could actually do this for a career.” 

When a realization like that smacks you in the face, it can be 
equal parts thrilling and pressurizing. 

Schonfelder wasn’t in Charlotte yet for Nedeljkovic’s first 
year in the pros, in 2016-17, but he’d been keeping tabs on 
the intriguing goalie prospect since he coached against him 
in the OHL. Nedeljkovic posted his worst pro save 
percentage that year, an .881 in 25 games with the 
Checkers. 

“Anyone coming into pro hockey from junior, you’re going to 
have your ups and downs, especially being a goalie,” he 
said. “It’s such a big jump. You can probably almost say for a 
goalie going from junior to pro is probably a harder step than 
going from the American league to the NHL.” 

A silver lining? He went down to the coast for a stint and 
became the 12th goalie in ECHL history to score a goal. The 
next season, he became the 13th goalie in AHL history to 
score a goal. 

That’s kind of his thing, and it always has been. 

“Growing up, my dad would point certain things out, 
especially with puck handling,” Nedeljkovic said. “It always 
seems to come back to puck handling with me. (My dad) 
always said, ‘Do it with a purpose.’ When you’re watching 
Brodeur, for example, every time he came out it was with a 
purpose.” 

Schonfelder and Nedeljkovic have been working on that 
restraint and execution since Schonfelder joined the 
organization before the 2017-18 season. 

“Going back to when I first got the job, you do as much 
homework as you can going into the job. And watching what 
he did in the first year, one of the areas we identified was: 
He’s not big, right?” Schonfelder said. “It’s no secret. He’s 
not 6-foot-3. But that doesn’t mean you can’t play a big 
game. Part of that is just being more controlled and allowing 
himself to be in spots where he’s not reaching for pucks, not 
putting himself in the position to dive. And he’s come such a 
long way since his first year. 

“At the end of the day, when you watch somebody, you can 
look at guys even like (Nashville goalie Juuse) Saros and 
Ned, you almost forget he’s 5-foot-11 because he’s in front of 
pucks all the time. He’s getting hit in the chest, hit in the 
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shoulders and putting himself in a position to take up net. So 
it’s definitely an area we’ve worked on. But a lot of that, too, 
is experience.” 

Schonfelder is a firm believer in playoff experience as a 
primary indication of what a goalie will become, so he was 
truly sold on Nedeljkovic after the 2018-19 Calder Cup 
championship. Nedeljkovic won AHL goalie of the year after 
that regular season, then carried that standard of play into 
the playoffs. He ended that championship run with a 2.34 
goals-against average, .916 save percentage and a 10-4 
record. 

“There’s a really good picture of him (from the Calder Cup 
finals): There’s cameras right behind him, he’s jumping up 
and everyone is sort of just flying to him,” said Jake Bean, 
who played with him on the Checkers and now with the 
Canes. “He was definitely the MVP of our team that year.” 

Added Steven Lorentz, who has also graduated to the 
Hurricanes after that Calder Cup: “I mean, Ned was just such 
a stud the whole entire playoffs. He was such a rocket. And 
knowing that every single one of the guys was so confident 
with him in the net whether we were down in a third period of 
a game or what, it didn’t really matter. We knew that Ned 
was going to have our backs, and we just had to go and do 
our part. I’ll never forget, I didn’t play in the final game, but 
we were standing right behind the net, and as soon as the 
buzzer went off I just remember him jumping into the air. 
There’s a really cool picture of it, that’s kind of my first 
memory of being like ‘Wow, we just did it.'” 

The unique circumstances surrounding NHL rules in 2021 
included a three-goalie minimum between a team’s roster 
and its taxi squad. So obviously, behind Mrazek and James 
Reimer, Nedeljkovic was option No. 3 — and it was clear the 
Canes wouldn’t be putting him in unless the situation was 
dire. 

In late January came Mrazek’s dire thumb injury and ensuing 
surgery recovery. Reimer played the remaining 57:05 of that 
game, against the Stars, and started the next four. Then, 
finally, Nedeljkovic got his shot. It wasn’t the smoothest start, 
with a loss against his home-state Blue Jackets and an .864 
save percentage on Feb. 8, an .897 and a win against Dallas 
on Feb. 13 and an .892 and an overtime loss against Florida 
on Feb. 17. But he hadn’t played a game in almost a year, 
and you could tell he had the potential to build on his losses 
if the Canes would allow him to keep going. Lucky for him, 
they didn’t have much of a choice. 

“I got off to a little slow start there,” he said. “But once I got a 
few games after my first action in almost a year, once you 
kind of figure it out, I got into the right mental space. I’d tell 
myself, ‘It’s just another game. You’ve been doing this your 
whole life. It’s nothing new, really. You’re just playing against 
better players. But you gotta believe in yourself that you’re 
good enough to be here, you’re good enough to make the 
saves and play at a high level.'” 

He notched his first NHL shutout against the defending Cup 
champion Lightning and proceeded to post a .926, .957, 
.943, .913, .962, .893, his second shutout and a .917 — six 
wins, one loss and one overtime loss in eight games. 

“I mean, how do you not (keep playing him)?” coach Rod 
Brind’Amour said after his second shutout. “He’s played 
great. Tonight again, he didn’t get tested too much, which 
was awesome for us, but when he did, he looked really good. 
I think the other asset that he brings is that puck-handling 
ability, that occasionally when we’re under stress, he can get 
the puck out. That’s a big, big deal, especially in today’s 
game with how heavy forechecks are in the NHL.” 

“It’s awesome,” Dougie Hamilton added at the time. “Ned 
plays the puck so well. He apologizes to us when he messes 
up a little, but we tell him to keep doing it because it helps us 
so much. It’s been awesome to have him playing so well.” 

And he’s only improved. His last nine appearances of the 
season, he was 7-1-1 with a 1.55 goals-against average, a 
.945 save percentage, another shutout — and yes, the 
dramatic, overtime assist. 

“The way he plays the puck, it’s unbelievable,” assist 
recipient Hamilton reiterated after that game. “If he can keep 
going, here, I wouldn’t be surprised to see him score a goal, 
too.” 

Nedeljkovic does take a little exception to the notion that he’s 
constantly trying to score, though. 

“As I get older, I don’t know if you can really tell, but I’ve kind 
of gotten a little bit better (at) not being so aggressive with it,” 
he said. “I’ve been a little more tame with it lately, but yeah, 
it’s just something I’ve always enjoyed doing. It makes guys’ 
lives a lot easier when we can get pucks out of their own end 
(and) they’re not getting hit.” 

You can thank Schonfelder for making that a point in their 
years working together, but you can thank Nedeljkovic 
himself for a certain energy he’s brought to this team that 
has helped it deal with COVID-19 restrictions and gear up for 
its Cup run. 

He, Lorentz and Morgan Geekie, among others, have 
reminded some of the older guys what it was like to fight for 
a spot on the roster and of all the excitement of that first 
taste of the NHL. 

“He’s just super positive,” Jordan Martinook said. “I feel like 
every time you say good morning and ask him how he’s 
doing, he’s always saying, ‘It’s great. I’m great.’ And it’s just 
a positive guy to be around. On the ice, his play speaks for 
itself. He’s been very good for us. I think all three of our 
goalies have been pretty good this year. Ned’s a good guy to 
be around. He’s got that kind of quiet confidence about 
himself that is nice to see in a goalie.” 

“He’s quiet, he’s very reserved and that’s kind of how he 
plays,” Brind’Amour added. “He’s very calm. That’s how I get 
the sense from him, is he’s just kind of a laid-back guy, but 
he’s very competitive. You can see it. That’s a great thing. 
We love it. He’s a great kid. He’s worked his butt off to get to 
this point. We’ve obviously known him for a long time, and 
he’s put in his time. I’m thrilled with how he’s playing. It helps 
us. But just for him, because he’s put in the work.” 

So here he is at this point, in between forcing himself into the 
lineup and staying there when Mrazek returned from injury. 
No one knows exactly how the playoff goalie rotation will 
unfold, but there just might be some shades of 2005-06. 
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“The Hurricanes’ Cup was the first Stanley Cup I can 
remember watching,” Nedeljkovic said. “Weirdly enough, 
(Cam Ward) was in this similar situation I am in right now. 
We’ll see going forward how it plays out, but to have a rookie 
goalie come in, stand on his head and win a Conn Smythe? I 
had hockey cards of him growing up, I had a plaque of him 
with the Conn Smythe, then when I got drafted coming to 
camp, meeting him, it was like, ‘I have a hockey card of you, 
I want you to autograph it, but I don’t want it to be weird.’ 

“But it was really cool, and funny enough that’s the first 
Stanley Cup I remember watching. I actually was rooting for 
the Canes to win the Cup at that point, I’d made a dollar bet 
with a friend that they would win in Game 7.” 

Nedeljkovic tapped on the table in front of him three times, 
and his execution was so clear that it didn’t get lost over the 
video call. 

He was interrupting my assumption that he’s made it to the 
NHL for good, a lead-in to a question about how he felt being 
placed on waivers back in January. 

“First of all,” he said, “knock on wood.” 

He keeps the mindset of needing to prove himself. But now 
it’s the rest of the league, starting with the Predators, who 
need to be knocking on wood, hoping somehow 
Nedeljkovic’s rise isn’t for real.

 

Scouting the Predators’ enemy: Breaking down the Hurricanes with Sara Civian 

By Adam Vingan and Sara Civian 

After concluding the regular season with two games against 
each other, the Predators and Carolina Hurricanes are 
already well acquainted heading into their first-round 
matchup. 

In advance of the series, which starts Monday at PNC Arena, 
Hurricanes reporter Sara Civian, a must-follow on Twitter, 
took time to provide a scouting report on the Central Division 
champions. 

The Hurricanes do not appear to have any glaring 
weaknesses. What is one area where they can be 
exploited?  

This has been the most-asked question from radio hosts and 
podcasters recently, and I laugh every time because it really 
is tough to point out one thing. And after a decade of two 
clear problems — effort and goaltending — it can be hard to 
let ourselves admit that these problems have been solved, 
and the Canes are one of the best teams in the league. 

But it’s true. 

The main problems they’ve run into this season come when 
they, too, forget who they are now and fail to set a tone early 
on. The Predators were smart to capitalize on that in the last 
game of the season, and the Hurricanes can’t let that bleed 
into Game 1. They have to set a tone and squash Nashville’s 
confidence as early and as often as possible. 

That’s pretty vague, though. 

If I’m looking at this overall matchup, I’d say the Predators’ 
route to success will be holding the Hurricanes off the 
scoresheet on the power play. While the league’s second-
best power play is obviously not a weakness, it’s become so 
much of a strength that the Hurricanes need to avoid using it 
as a crutch. 

The starting goaltender remains a mystery. Who would you 
choose: rookie Alex Nedeljkovic or longtime Predators 
tormentor Petr Mrazek? 

I’m tempted to say Nedeljkovic because he’s only improved 
the more reps he puts in, his numbers have led certain 
league metrics and Mrazek’s injuries throughout the season 
have been slightly concerning. But Mrazek has also been 

above average when he’s played, and I do think it’s better to 
start out with experience — especially when Mrazek has 
historically played well against the Predators. 

I asked Rod Brind’Amour last week what will be factored into 
who starts which games, and his answer gives a good 
indication of who the guy will be. 

“Rest, physical and mental rest. We probably will have that 
going into this, so it kind of takes that out of the equation,” he 
said. “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.” 

Mrazek will likely get the start, but he won’t have as long a 
leash as he might’ve had in the past because Nedeljkovic is 
waiting in the wings. 

Which defenseman is most critical to the Hurricanes’ 
success: Dougie Hamilton, Brett Pesce or Jaccob Slavin? 

Do you want me to be honest? I know it might not be the 
objectively right answer, but it’s Brett Pesce. 

Pesce isn’t the overall “best” defenseman of the three by any 
means. Hamilton is so offensively talented and Slavin has an 
eye for the game and a technical skill set as good as any 
defenseman I’ve met. But your question wasn’t who is the 
best — it was who is most critical to this group’s success, 
and my gut says Pesce in one of those you-just-had-to-be-
there ways. 

Three things immediately cross my mind: Pesce’s heart in 
the David Ayres game, Pesce’s heart after a blown up 
vein and, for some reason, Pesce screaming “Opa!” at the 
top of his lungs during at least 70 percent of Hurricanes 
practices this season when anything remotely interesting 
happens. 

He’s made this season bearable for his teammates both on 
and off the ice — he’s someone you want to be around and 
he’s someone you’re thrilled to find yourself on a defensive 
pairing with. He’ll do what it takes to anchor a partner or 
block shots on the penalty kill if he must, but he’ll also jump 
the rush and chip in offensively if the coast is clear. 
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He isn’t the best overall player from the three, but this year 
the team isn’t in dire need of offense (Hamilton’s realm) and 
the goaltending has been above average and hasn’t 
desperately needed the training wheels Slavin provides as 
much as it has in the past. In this condensed, restricted 
season and in these sure-to-be grueling playoffs, this team 
has needed heart, motivation and a purpose. That’s Pesce. 

What makes Rod Brind’Amour such a good coach?  

How much time do you have? 

More than anything, he walked the walk and he knows how 
to relate to his players. He once said the ability to relate to 
players is the most important part of coaching, and I recently 
asked him to elaborate on that. 

“Everybody coaches the systems, — everyone knows how to 
do that,” he said. “That’s kind of basic, in my opinion. How do 
you get the guys to buy into that, and how do you guys to 
compete every night? To me, it’s all this other stuff than what 
you’re actually teaching them with how to play. They know 
how to play. You’re really just working at other stuff. That 
seems to be the difference, that little margin. That’s what 
coaching, I think, comes in, when you have a good staff, 
good people. Getting guys to give that extra mile, that’s what 
it really comes down to.” 

I think the outside world expects “Rod the Bod” to be some 
scary guy, but his coaching has always been about mutual 
understanding and respect. He also expects and doesn’t 
heavily punish “mistakes,” which is crucial in trying to get the 

most out of a young group with star potential. With that 
comes the caveat that the player making the mistake is doing 
so out of trying too hard, and the output becomes a team that 
perennially leads the league in shot suppression and shots 
taken. Now that there’s been an upgrade in the skill 
department, the Canes have put it all together to become 
one of the best teams in the league. 

Which Hurricanes player will Predators fans come to hate the 
most during the series, and why is the answer Nino 
Niederreiter? 

It’s funny — Niederreiter is one of the most pleasant people 
you’ll find off the ice. He is always wearing funny socks, he is 
always smiling and asking you how you are, for some reason 
I have a distinct memory of him whistling “The Fresh Prince 
of Bel-Air” theme song throughout the Wells Fargo Center 
the last time we were there. 

On paper on the ice, it looks like the same deal. His penalties 
are largely stick infractions and he rarely—  if ever — fights. 
If you weren’t watching, you’d probably assume the 
Hurricanes’ No. 2 goal scorer was content with his 20 goals 
in 56 games. But if you watch him play, you see where the 
vast majority of his goals are scored: directly in front of the 
net. 

He won’t drop the gloves, necessarily, but he’ll do just about 
everything else to maintain that net-front positioning no 
matter who is trying to challenge it. This won’t make you 
many friends.

 

Scouting the Hurricanes’ enemy: Breaking down the Predators with Adam Vingan 

By Sara Civian and Adam Vingan 

After a raucous end-of-season series, the top-seeded 
Hurricanes and No. 4 Predators kick off their first-round 
matchup Monday at PNC Arena. 

Eight regular season games later and it’s safe to say we’re 
well-acquainted with this matchup, but the playoffs are a 
different beast. Luckily, Predators reporter Adam Vingan is 
here to provide a scouting report on a team that’s been 
heating up at a dangerous time. 

We talk about the Predators’ physicality and you could see it 
in those last few games of the regular season. How much 
impact do you truly think that will have on this series? 

It did seem like the Predators were trying to send a message 
to the Hurricanes last week, especially in the season finale. 
The Hurricanes are deeper and more skilled, so I expect the 
Predators to crank up the physicality on the forecheck and in 
the defensive zone. 

Predators coach John Hynes has started his fourth line — 
Yakov Trenin, Colton Sissons and Tanner Jeannot — in 
every game over the past several weeks. Those three 
embody the team’s identity. 

“When they’re really going, they have the ability to set the 
tone of the game,” Hynes said earlier this month. “Colton’s 
been very good on faceoffs, so if you win the faceoff, you 
can get in the offensive zone. You can establish your 
forecheck. You can establish some hits. I think it brings 

energy to our team. If we’re at home, I think it brings energy 
to the fans. (It’s) just the way that they play. They’re 
consistent. They’re difficult to play against. You trust them 
defensively. If they don’t win the faceoff and wind up going 
against the (opponent’s) top line, I think you feel comfortable 
with them in the defensive zone.” 

It’s probably not enough to lift Nashville over Carolina on its 
own. What else do they have in their arsenal that we aren’t 
talking about? 

The Predators are feeling themselves right now, and 
understandably so. They won 20 of 28 to end the season 
and fully bought into Hynes’ vision. 

At midseason, the Predators, who started 11-16-1, had a 2 
percent chance of qualifying for the postseason, according to 
The Athletic’s Dom Luszczyszyn. They have been in playoff 
mode since March. 

“You look at the last half (of) our season, to come together 
as a group like we have and turn the season around and to 
battle, I feel like the last 20 games were all playoff games,” 
Predators defenseman Ben Harpur said. “It felt like our lives 
were on the line every night, and it seems like it’s really 
brought this group together.” 

The Predators have been dangerous at five-on-five but 
lacking on the power play and scoring in general, correct? 
Which player might be able to break through for some 
offense? 
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The Predators were in the bottom half of the NHL in five-on-
five scoring this season (103 goals in 56 games), and their 
2.7 goals per game were the fewest among the 16 playoffs 
teams. Although the power play finished at 17.6 percent, the 
unit of Filip Forsberg, Mikael Granlund, Ryan Johansen, Eeli 
Tolvanen and Roman Josi was the second-most productive 
in the league (min. 30 minutes), averaging 6.24 goals per 20 
minutes, according to Sportlogiq. 

Luke Kunin is someone to watch. He led the Predators with 
10 goals and 19 points at even strength despite missing 18 
games. His line with Granlund and Calle Jarnkrok outscored 
opponents 16-7 this season. 

Which under-the-radar players do the Hurricanes need to 
keep their eyes on, and why? 

Jeannot, 23, was an unheralded prospect when the season 
began. Then he went on a tear with the AHL Chicago 
Wolves, whom the Predators and Hurricanes shared this 
season, and never looked back. 

Wolves coach Ryan Warsofsky told me in March that 
Jeannot would have been his choice for captain. The pride of 
Oxbow, Saskatchewan, had five goals in 15 games with the 
Predators and hits like a Mack truck. 

On defense, Alexandre Carrier, 24, also had a breakout 
season after spending most of the previous four years in the 

minors. He and Mattias Ekholm complement each other well 
on the second pair. The Predators controlled 53.93 percent 
of expected goals when Carrier and Ekholm were on the ice 
at five-on-five, according to Natural Stat Trick. 

So, uh, what happened with Ryan Johansen and Matt 
Duchene, and do you think they can turn it around? 

If I knew the answer to that, then the Predators would be 
paying me $8 million per year instead of Johansen and 
Duchene. 

All kidding aside, the team’s highest-paid forwards, both of 
whom missed time this season, combined for 35 points. Five 
Hurricanes forwards — Sebastian Aho, Vincent Trocheck, 
Andrei Svechnikov, Martin Necas and Jordan Staal — had 
more individually. 

Duchene has always been something of an empty-calorie 
scorer; he has shown the ability to put up points, but his 
impact in other areas is limited. Johansen’s decline is hard to 
explain. He has the size and talent to be a dominant No. 1 
center but struggles to put it all together. 

For months, Predators fans have been plotting how to offload 
Johansen or Duchene in the upcoming Seattle expansion 
draft. Confidence in them is low.

 

 

 
Hurricanes hope more fans allow for bigger home ice advantage 

By Nia Harden 

Raleigh, N.C. — The Carolina Hurricanes are kicking off a 
playoff run on Monday, and PNC Arena will likely be louder 
than it has in a long time. 

Up to 12,000 fans will be on hand to see the Hurricanes take 
on the Nashville Predators in the first round of the Stanley 
Cup Playoffs. The Canes will play in front of the biggest 
crowds they've seen since the beginning of the pandemic. 

In a news conference Friday, team President and General 
Manager Don Waddell estimated the team could allow as 
many as 10,000 to 12,000 fans. PNC Arena's published 
capacity is 19,722. 

Masks will still be required in the arena. 

"We're trying to create an environment where people feel like 
it's safe to come into," said Hurricanes General Manager 
Don Waddell. "We want to continue, we want to make sure 

people have fun but they feel like they're in a good 
environment that we're watching out for them." 

Gov. Roy Cooper announced on Friday afternoon that the 
state would no longer require masks and social distancing. 
All current capacity restrictions in indoor spaces have also 
been lifted. 

"It's definitely an advantage when you can feel the emotion in 
the building," said Hurricanes coach Rod Brind'Amour. "I 
think the players feed off that. There's no way around it." 

Tickets are still available for Game 1 of the first round playoff 
series. The puck drops at 8 p.m. Game 2 will be Wednesday 
in Raleigh, also starting at 8 p.m.  

Tailgating, another staple of postseason hockey in Raleigh, 
will also be allowed. 

WRAL's Chris Lea and Kacy Hintz will be live at PNC Arena 
on Monday for the latest coverage.
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Canes Have Something to Prove in Third Straight Trip to Playoffs 

Martinook: 'We've got one thing on our mind' 

By Michael Smith 

On the north side of the Carolina Hurricanes' locker room, 
above the doors that players enter and leave through each 
day, is a dual-sided placard. 

On one side, as the players enter, it reads: Earn It. 

On the other side, as the players leave, it reads: Did You? 

The Canes certainly did earn it in the 2020-21 regular 
season. In 56 games, they assembled one of their best 
seasons in franchise history and secured first place in the 
Central Division, the team's first division title since 2005-06 
and fourth since arriving in North Carolina. 

The Canes finished with a 36-12-8 record and 80 points, 
marking the highest single-season points percentage (.714) 
in franchise history. In doing so, they clinched their third 
consecutive postseason appearance, a first for the team in 
North Carolina. 

"The expectation here is to win," head coach Rod 
Brind'Amour said. "We've got a long road ahead of us, and 
it's going to be a huge challenge, but that's the expectation." 

In January, the Canes battled back from a COVID-19 
shutdown with a depleted lineup to earn six of a possible six 
points against the two Stanley Cup finalists from a year ago. 

From late February into March, the Canes responded to 
losing consecutive games in regulation for the first time in the 
season with eight straight wins, just a win shy of tying their 
longest winning streak in franchise history. 

From mid-April into early May, the Canes captured points in 
13 straight games (9-0-4), which equaled a franchise best. 

The Canes failed to earn a point in just three of 28 home 
games. They posted a 20-3-5 record at PNC Arena, an .804 
points percentage that ranked tied for second in the NHL this 
season and was a franchise-best for a single season. 

Special teams play was special, too. The Canes owned the 
league's second-best power play that converted 25.6% of its 
chances and the league's third-best penalty kill that 
successfully dispatched 85.2% of the opposition's power-
play opportunities. 

Sebastian Aho crossed the 20-goal threshold for the fifth 
time in as many seasons in his NHL career. Had this been a 
typical 82-game season, Aho was on pace to score 35 goals, 
which would have marked his third consecutive 30-goals 
season. He was the Central Division's Star of the Month for 
April after recording 18 points (6g, 12a) in 16 games, and he 

posted a season-long, nine-game point streak from late April 
into May. 

Vincent Trocheck had a resurgent campaign and finished 
second on the team in scoring with 43 points (17g, 26a) in 47 
games. Though his 15 goals were fifth-most on the team, 
Svechnikov ranked third in points with 42 in 55 games, and 
he eclipsed the 100-point mark for his career in just the 
second game of the season. 

Dougie Hamilton totaled 42 points (10g 32a) in 55 games 
and posted a 14-game point streak (2g, 14a) from Feb. 27-
March 27. It was the longest point streak by an NHL 
defenseman and the second-longest by any NHL skater in 
the 2020-21 season. 

In March alone, Martin Necas was the NHL's Third Star of 
the Week and then the NHL's Second Star of the Week, as 
he led the team with 17 points (7g, 10a) during the month. 
He finished his sophomore campaign with 41 points (14g, 
27a) in 53 games. 

While Petr Mrazek was sidelined with a right thumb injury, 
Alex Nedeljkovic burst into the crease with a breakout rookie 
season. He finished the year with a 15-5-3 record and three 
shutouts. His 1.90 goals-against average and .932 save 
percentage ranked first in the NHL among goaltenders who 
played at least 20 games. His numbers to finish the season 
were even better: 7-1-1 with a 1.55 goals-against average, a 
.945 save percentage and one shutout in his last nine 
appearances. 

The litany of both team and individual statistical triumphs is 
not a happy accident. It's the result of months of thorough 
preparation and an unmatched work ethic, both on and off 
the ice. It's the result of having the depth and talent to 
successfully complement those aspects. It's the result of 
fighting for and attaining those critical inches that set elite 
teams apart from the rest of the field. 

It's the expectation - but it's still just the beginning. 

The Canes earned home ice through at least the first three 
rounds of the Stanley Cup Playoffs. The Canes earned their 
confidence and their swagger. The Canes earned their role 
as the top dogs rather than the underdogs. 

"Our main goal is to win the Stanley Cup, and whatever we 
need to do to get there and whatever we need to say to each 
other - that's our main objective," Jordan Martinook said. "It 
doesn't matter if you're the underdog or top dog. We've got 
one thing on our mind." 

Earn it. Did you? The Canes did. 

And now they have to prove it.
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Game 1 Preview: Predators vs. Hurricanes 

Canes back in the playoffs for the third straight season 

By Michael Smith 

The Carolina Hurricanes make their third consecutive 
postseason appearance and begin their quest for Lord 
Stanley's Cup in Game 1 against the Nashville Predators. 

Game 1 

(4) Nashville Predators (31-23-2, 64 points) vs. (1) Carolina 
Hurricanes (36-12-8, 80 points) 

Monday, May 17, 8 p.m. 

Watch: Bally Sports South, Bally Sports app, CNBC 

Listen: 99.9 FM The Fan, Hurricanes.com/Listen, Hurricanes 
app 

Numbers to Know 

8: This marks the Canes' eighth playoff appearance in North 
Carolina and third in the last three years. 

3: Three players on the Canes' roster have previously won 
the Stanley Cup: Cedric Paquette (TB, 2020), Jordan Staal 
(PIT, 2009) and Teuvo Teravainen (CHI, 2015). 

6: Six players on the Canes' roster were members of the 
Charlotte Checkers team that won the Calder Cup in 2019: 
Jake Bean, Morgan Geekie, Steven Lorentz, Roland 
McKeown, Martin Necas and Alex Nedeljkovic. 

The Opposition 

Last five games: 4-1-0, 8 points 
On the road: 13-13-2, 28 points 
CAR vs. NSH: 6-2-0 
Leading scorer: Roman Josi, 33 points (8g, 25a) in 48 games 

The Predators won four of their last five games of the regular 
season, including the last two against the Canes, to secure 
their seventh consecutive postseason berth. Goaltender 
Juuse Saros was a critical piece of Nashville's second-half 
push. From Feb. 27 on, Saros was 18-6-1 with a 1.88 goals-
against average, a .941 save percentage and three shutouts. 

The Season Series 

The Canes finished with a 6-2-0 record against the Predators 
in the eight-game season series. Carolina won the first six 
games, including one in overtime, before Nashville closed 
out the regular season with back-to-back wins. 

"We played them 4 or 5 times without their full lineup. You 
could tell it was a big difference," head coach Rod 
Brind'Amour said. "When they got healthy, they kind of got 
their game going. I think they were a little bit all over the 
place, maybe because of the injuries. All of a sudden, the 
last month or month and a half, that was the team everyone 
expected to see from the get-go.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 17, 2021 

 

 

Hurricanes, Preds set to open first-round playoff series 

By Aaron Beard 

RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) — The Carolina Hurricanes have gone 
from being mired in a nearly decade-long playoff drought to a 
division champion armed with postseason experience and 
success. 

Their first-round playoff series against the Nashville 
Predators offers the chance to maintain that upward 
trajectory — or suffer the first significant stumble of that 
three-season climb. 

The teams open their series Monday, with the Hurricanes 
facing heightened expectations after winning the Central 
Division for their first division crown since hoisting the 
Stanley Cup 15 years ago. They were in the hunt for the 
Presidents’ Trophy until the season’s final week. 

“I feel like everybody’s hunting each other,” said Carolina 
coach Rod Brind’Amour, captain of the 2006 title winner. 
“That’s our mentality. That’s the way we have to play 
anyway.” 

The Hurricanes made the Eastern Conference finals two 
years ago as an upstart in their first playoff appearance since 
2009, then won a Stanley Cup qualifier series in last 
season’s restart following the COVID-19 shutdown.  

This marks the first time they’ve reached three straight 
postseasons since the franchise relocated to North Carolina 
in 1997 from Hartford, Connecticut. 

Nashville is in the postseason for the seventh straight 
season, including a trip to the 2017 Cup Final.  

This year’s group extended that streak with a late-season 
surge after sitting 28th overall in the NHL standings as of late 
February, winning 20 of 28 to close the schedule. 

“We’ve been more or less playing playoff hockey for the last 
two months because our playoff lives were on the line,” 
defenseman Ryan Ellis said.  

“So we’ve been playing like that and like you said, there’s got 
to be another level. Playoffs always brings out the best in 
everybody and the intensity and the passion in the game. I 
think everyone’s level, both teams, will be raised even more.” 

SEASON SERIES 

The Hurricanes won the first six meetings before Nashville 
took the final two to cap the regular season. 

“I thought we sent a good message,” Predators forward 
Tanner Jeannot said afterward, “but it doesn’t stop there.” 

The Hurricanes know regular-season success doesn’t 
ensure anything. Last year they swept the best-of-five 
qualifier series against the New York Rangers after losing 31 
of 37 previous meetings. 

“I think regular-season success, you can kind of wash that 
and it’s just a whole new animal now,” Carolina forward 
Jordan Martinook said. 

GOALTENDER MATCHUP 

Nashville’s star has been goalie Juuse Saros, who posted a 
league-best .945 save percentage over his final 23 games. 
Carolina has multiple options with three goaltenders on the 
roster in Petr Mrazek, Alex Nedeljkovic and James Reimer. 

The 25-year-old Nedeljkovic was second in the league with a 
1.90 goals-against average, while Mrazek was sixth at 2.06. 
Both have matched Saros’ three shutouts. 

DUCHENE SIGHTING 

Two-time All-Star Matt Duchene hasn’t lived up to the seven-
year, $56 million contract he signed in July 2019 if counting 
by goals and points scored. The forward has six goals and 
13 points while missing more than six weeks with an injury.  

But Duchene does have 14 points in 26 career games 
against Carolina, including two goals in the regular-season 
finale.  

“It’s good to put a couple in,” Duchene said. “It’s been a 
tough year in terms for me of being hurt and playing about 30 
games. ... For me, I’m just focused on doing the little things 
and playing the way this team wants to play.”  

SLAVIN’S STATUS 

The status of Carolina defenseman Jaccob Slavin is unclear. 
He left last weekend’s loss at Nashville early and missed 
practices this week before getting work in Sunday, though 
Brind’Amour said he’s a game-time decision. 

Carolina defenseman Brett Pesce and forward Cedric 
Paquette missed time this week as well.  

FAN ATTENDANCE 

The Predators plan to increase fan capacity for the playoffs 
to 12,135 fans starting with Game 3. Fans sounded much 
louder in the final two regular-season games, a boost in a 
season where seats around the NHL were mostly empty.  

“Our fans are out of control right now,” Duchene said. “It’s 
great.” 

The Hurricanes had been allowing about 5,000 fans, though 
North Carolina Gov. Roy Cooper eased COVID-19 
restrictions this week. Carolina is set to host about 10,000 to 
12,000. 

“It’ll make a huge difference,” defenseman Jake Bean said. 
“When we were in Nashville the last few games, it felt like it 
was the loudest we had played in all season.”
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Playoff Preview: Looking back at the Hurricanes and Predators regular season series 

The Carolina Hurricanes went 6-2-0 against the Nashville 
Predators during the 2021 regular season. If that is evidence 
of what the playoffs will be like then Carolina shouldn’t have 
any trouble in the first round. 

By Ryan Henkel 

The Carolina Hurricanes and Nashville Predators are about 
to throw down in the first ever playoff meeting between the 
two southern clubs.  

While on paper the two make perfect sense as both a border 
rival and southern showdown, the fact that the two teams 
play in different conferences have made meetings sparse.  

That changed this year as the two were thrust into 
competition with one another for an eight-game regular 
season schedule which will now see them battle it out an 
extra four to seven times.  

Let’s take a look back at how the 2021 season series went. 

The Hurricanes finished the season 6-2-0 against the Preds 
including winning the first six straight  

One might think, “Oh, well Nashville is hot going into the 
series having won the last two games,” but that was after 
Carolina had already clinched first in the division for about a 
week and had nothing to play for while the Predators were 
desperately trying to win to make it into the postseason. 

So while it’s not completely fair to discount those games, you 
can kind of discount those games. 

The Hurricanes outscored the Predators 24-17 over those 
eight games (23-10 in the first six), had a 34.6% power play 
success rate, an 88.9% penalty kill success rate, won 52.1% 
of faceoffs, and outshot Nashville 30.3 shots per game to 29. 

In most every regard, Carolina was the better team. The only 
areas they trailed Nashville stat-wise were hits (185 to 162), 
blocks (114 to 94) and giveaways (64 to 71) which are all 
stats that are generally higher when you are controlling the 
puck less often.  

Even the disparity between each team’s leading scorers was 
high, Nashville had three players each at four total points 
from the series: Ryan Johanson (2-2-4), Mattias Ekholm (1-
3-4) and Dante Fabbro (0-4-4) while Carolina had seven 
players at four or more points and their scoring leaders 
doubled Nashville’s: Sebastian Aho (5-3-8) and Vincent 
Trocheck (3-5-8). 

Vital Stats 

Category Carolina Nashville 

Category Carolina Nashville 

Head-to-Head 6-2-0 2-5-1 

Total Goals For 24 17 

Shots For per 
Game 

30.3 29 

Total Goals 
Against 

17 24 

Shots Against per 
Game 

29 30.3 

Leading Scorers Sebastian Aho (5-3-8) 
Ryan Johanson 
(2-2-4) 

cont. 
Vincent Trocheck (3-5-
8) 

Mattias Ekholm 
(1-3-4) 

cont. 
--------------------------------
------------------- 

Dante Fabbro 
(0-4-4) 

PP 34.6% 11.1% 

PK 88.9% 65.4% 

FOW% 52.1% 47.9% 

Penalties 33 31 

Hits 162 185 

Giveaways 71 64 

Takeaways 40 31 

Blocks 94 114 

The battle in net also wasn’t even necessarily a close one 
either 
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James Reimer: 3-0-0; 1.67; 0.952 
Petr Mrazek: 1-1-0; 3.01; 0.872 
Alex Nedeljkovic: 2-1-0; 1.64; 0.938 

Juuse Saros: 1-2-0; 2.73; 0.917 
Pekka Rinne: 1-3-1; 2.69; 0.906 

While Reimer — who was the best netminder stat-wise from 
the series — won’t be seeing the net barring any major 
issues, both Mrazek and Nedeljkovic were better than either 
Nashville netminder.  

Mrazek, who will most likely be the Game 1 starter, had his 
numbers tanked in the final game of the regular season 
where he saw five goals go past him while the Hurricanes 
rested most of the team and put out a roster that rivaled 
many of the ones from the 2010s.  

He won the one other game he played against the Preds, 
posting a 0.950 save percentage with only a single goal 
allowed. 

While Saros had been putting together a great second half of 
the season, his numbers started to return towards average 
as the regular season came to a close and even still, Mrazek 
and Nedeljkovic had better numbers overall. 

There is a clear reason why the Hurricanes are the favorite in 
this matchup even besides the dominance Carolina had in 
the regular season series. The Hurricanes are a top team in 
the league and are strong in every zone and every position 
with a much deeper group. 

But Canes fans should be as aware as anyone that the 
regular season doesn’t matter once the playoffs are officially 
underway. As the New York Rangers quickly discovered last 
year in the bubble, the playoffs are a whole different game.

 

From afterthoughts to favorites: Why Rod Brind’Amour deserves the Jack Adams 

The Hurricanes’ head coach has led the team on a three-
year turnaround from perennial non factors to Stanley Cup 
Contenders, and deserves the Jack Adams for the way he’s 
led this group this year.  

By Andrew Schnittker  

“Everything I think the world should be, everything I think 
about the way people should act, the way people should 
treat other people, the way they should lead, this man does 
it.” 

Tom Dundon obviously felt conviction in that statement when 
he introduced Rod Brind’Amour as the Hurricanes’ next head 
coach in 2018. But even he might have had a hard time 
imagining just how true his words would ring a little over 
three years later.  

As the Hurricanes prepare to open their first round series 
against the Nashville Predators as division champions for the 
first time since 2006, there are a number of reasons the team 
has gone from perennial afterthoughts to bona fide Stanley 
Cup contenders in just three seasons.  

But the man behind the bench is chief among them.  

“His impact for this organization, for the team, for the 
individuals, it’s huge the work he puts in,” said Sebastian 
Aho. “The leadership, the whole culture is pretty much him. 
It’s been awesome having him as a coach for the past three 
years.” 

The Hurricanes rolled through unprecedented circumstances 
and challenges in the 56-game season to secure their best 
regular season in franchise history, with their .714 point 
percentage easily topping the previous mark set by the 2005-
06 team.  

The season they had can’t all be attributed to Brind’Amour 
though. The Hurricanes had a deep, talented forward group 
augmented by a full season of Vincent Trocheck, a bounce-
back from Nino Niederreiter and the emergence of Martin 
Necas.  

But the team’s ability to simply roll with the punches and find 
ways to win comes from the culture Brind’Amour has instilled 
in them since day one.  

“I think this has been a unique year, and I think we’ve been 
competitive in every single game except obviously the last 
one,” said Jordan Martinook. “To have that in your back 
pocket to know that we were in every single game and we 
could have been on the other side of the ones that we lost, 
it’s a big confidence builder. I think Roddy, his message is 
you’ve got to do it right 100% of the time. I think he really 
pushed us this year and obviously it was a ton of hockey. 
Everybody pushed each other and he was obviously the 
driving force behind all of it.” 

While the Canes obviously rode their talent throughout the 
regular season, they definitely dealt with their fair share of 
adversity. They had to endure a 10-day pause when their 
season was just two games old with Jaccob Slavin, Jordan 
Staal, Jordan Martinook, Jesper Fast, Warren Foegele and 
Teuvo Teravainen all in the NHL’s COVID protocol.  

When the team came back, it had to play its first three 
games - against the Tampa Bay Lightning and Dallas Stars, 
without Teravainen, Foegele, Slavin, Martinook and Fast. It 
won all three, with the players pointing to the team’s 
overarching mentality of giving 100% effort on every shift and 
buying into the system to a man that starts from the top down 
with Brind’Amour as the reason the team was able to keep 
rolling despite the absences of key contributors.  

“I don’t even think it’s just this year,” Foegele said. “The last 
three years, he’s been unbelievable. You can see how every 
single guy on this time rallies behind Rod, and it’s an 
absolute pleasure to play for him. We all respect him so 
much.” 

And the adversity didn’t stop there. Teravainen, the Canes’ 
elite first-line playmaker and two-way forward, played just 21 
of 56 games as he missed time due to both his stint on the 
COVID list and concussion symptoms. Petr Mrazek, one of 
the team’s top-two goalies and projected No. 1 going into the 
season, was rarely healthy. Trocheck missed time as well.  
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Despite all that, the Hurricanes won a division that included 
two other teams in the top eight of the overall league 
standings,the defending Stanley Cup Champion and runner 
up and were in contention for the Presidents’ Trophy until the 
final days of the season. Given that combined level of 
adversity and success, it’s easy to see why Brind’Amour is 
viewed as a Jack Adams Award front runner. While there are 
certainly other strong candidates, such as Joel Quenneville 
in Florida and Dean Evason in Minnesota, Brind’Amour is the 
logical choice. It’s a sentiment his players agree with.  

“I think he should win it,” Trocheck said. “Obviously I have a 
little bit of bias. He’s a very, very big part of our success 
here. I think it would be a completely different story with 
someone else.” 

As Foegele said, it’s not just this year. The Hurricanes were 
a team mired in a nine-season playoff drought and going 
nowhere fast. They completed a remarkable turnaround in 
year one, riding a red-hot second half to their first playoff 
appearance since 2009 and went on a run to the Eastern 
Conference Final. Brind’Amour should have at least been in 
the top three for the Jack Adams that year but wasn’t.  

He’s now led the team to a third straight playoff appearance 
with an excellent chance to win its second Stanley Cup in 
franchise history. As mentioned before, Brind’Amour is not 
the only reason for the three-year turnaround. But, for those 
players who spent several playoff-less years in Raleigh, 
including Staal, the team’s longest-tenured player and 
current captain, the difference he’s made is obvious.  

“I think he’s been an unbelievable coach since he started,” 
Staal said. “He’s been through a lot of challenges as well, 
from all the way up, since he’s been behind the bench. He’s 
just a very, very good person, a great coach, a great role 
model and all those things. Not only that, the details of 
coaching are there as well. He knows how to push guys. He 
understands the game. He’s played the game. He’s done all 
the things. He has the respect in the room. He’s got 
everything, and it showed this year, the way we played as a 
group for him, and you can tell. It’s pretty obvious. He’s been 
one of the biggest points of this team turning around.” 

There were some, this writer among them, who were 
skeptical of the Hurricanes’ decision to make Brind’Amour 
their new head coach. He had never been a head coach at 
any level of professional hockey and sports history is littered 

with great former players who turned into terrible head 
coaches.  

Did the franchise really want to risk souring a relationship 
with another on-ice icon after Ron Francis’ firing?  

But here’s the thing: All of us should have known better. 
Anyone who followed the Hurricanes for any length of time 
should have known it was foolhardy to doubt Rod 
Brind’Amour, particularly in a position of leadership. 

Everything that made Brind’Amour a great player and leader, 
all boiling down to that famous work ethic and competitive 
drive, has made him a great coach.  

“It goes back to you get out what you put in,” said Hurricanes 
General Manager Don Waddell. “I think Rod gives everything 
possible to make sure everybody’s prepared, every last 
detail he looks at. He creates an environment where the 
players want to be in the locker room and the players want to 
practice hard for him. Most importantly, they want to play 
hard for him. They don’t want to disappoint him. I think it’s 
just his nature and the way he handles himself that 
everybody looks up to him. You don’t want to let him down. 
We’re going to make mistakes, we’re going to lose games, 
we’re going to give up bad goals, but the one thing Rod 
always preaches is ‘Let’s not get out-worked. Let’s make 
sure we’re the hardest-working team in the league. If we do 
that with the skill level we have, we’re going to have more 
success than we are failures.’” 

The Hurricanes will certainly hope they have more 
successes than they do failures in the next two months. If 
they do, Brind’Amour could lift the Cup as a head coach 15 
years after he did so as a player.  

Regardless of what happens in the playoffs, Brind’Amour 
should be taking home at least one piece of hardware in the 
Jack Adams.  

In order to take home the one trophy he truly has his eyes 
on, Brind’Amour will need to continue to push all the right 
buttons through the two-month grind known as the Stanley 
Cup Playoffs, and continue to get the consistent buy-in from 
everyone it will take to win it all. But as he’s shown for the 
past three years, questioning his ability to do so would be a 
fool’s errand.
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Nashville Predators at Carolina Hurricanes Game One Preview and Storm Advisory 

The Carolina Hurricanes are set to kick off their 2021 Stanley 
Cup Playoffs at home against the Predators.  

By Zeke Lukow 

The Carolina Hurricanes and the Nashville Predators are 
familiar foes, playing their third straight game against each 
other, but their first of the 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs. Both 
teams have had seven days off to fully get healthy and ready 
for the postseason. The game will look very different from the 
most recent one that we saw. 

These games will also feature one more huge change. Both 
arenas will be lifting a lot of their social distancing rules that 
limit the number of fans in attendance. With this weekend’s 
games, it was easy to see the impact on the intensity of play 
in games with fewer fans, and games with almost full arenas 
like in Florida.  

Vital Stats 

Category Carolina Nashville 

Head-to-Head 6-2-0 2-5-1 

Total Goals For 24 17 

Shots For per 
Game 

30.3 29 

Total Goals 
Against 

17 24 

Shots Against per 
Game 

29 30.3 

Leading Scorers Sebastian Aho (5-3-8) 
Ryan Johanson 
(2-2-4) 

cont. 
Vincent Trocheck (3-5-
8) 

Mattias Ekholm 
(1-3-4) 

cont. 
--------------------------------
------------------- 

Dante Fabbro 
(0-4-4) 

PP 34.6% 11.1% 

PK 88.9% 65.4% 

FOW% 52.1% 47.9% 

Penalties 33 31 

Hits 162 185 

Category Carolina Nashville 

Giveaways 71 64 

Takeaways 40 31 

Blocks 94 114 

Goaltender #1 

Category Alex Nedeljkovic Juuse Saros 

Record 15-5-3 21-11-1 

Save % 0.932 .927 

GAA 1.9 2.28 

Goaltender #2 

Category Petr Mrazek Pekka Rinne 

Record 6-2-3 10-12-1 

Save % .923 .907 

GAA 2.06 2.84 

Goaltender #3 

Category James Reimer Kasimir Kaskisuo 

Record 15-5-2 0-0-0 

Save % .906 .000 

GAA 2.66 0.00 

Game Notes 

 Sebastian Aho is two assists shy of passing Matt 
Cullen and Cory Stillman for the fourth-most assists 
in franchise playoff history. He is also three points 
away from passing three players for fifth-most 
playoff points in franchise history. 

 The Hurricanes and Predators have met 39 times in 
their regular-season histories. Carolina holds a 21-
14-1-3 overall record, including a 13-3-1-3 home 
record. 
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 Vincent Trocheck has posted 18 points (7g, 11a) in 
18 career regular-season games against Nashville. 

 Carolina finished the 2020-21 regular season 
ranked second on the power play (25.6%) and third 
on the penalty kill (85.2%). This season marked the 
first time in franchise history that the team has 
ranked in the top five in both categories. 

 Alex Nedeljkovic is looking to join Peter 
Sidorkiewicz (1989), Kay Whitmore (1989), and 
Cam Ward (2006) as the fourth rookie goaltender in 
franchise history to appear in a playoff game. We 
know what Ward was able to accomplish in 2006.

TODAY’S LINKS 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/spt-columns-blogs/luke-decock/article251414698.html 

https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article251453908.html 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article251394823.html 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article251288894.html 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article251443448.html 

https://theathletic.com/2589625/2021/05/16/where-did-alex-nedeljkovic-come-from-inside-his-journey-from-top-prospect-to-waivers-to-hurricanes-
playoff-hope/ 

https://theathletic.com/2592070/2021/05/17/scouting-the-predators-enemy-breaking-down-the-hurricanes-with-sara-civian/ 
https://theathletic.com/2592233/2021/05/17/scouting-the-hurricanes-enemy-breaking-down-the-predators-with-adam-vingan/ 

https://www.wralsportsfan.com/hurricanes-hope-more-fans-allow-for-bigger-home-ice-advantage/19682151/ 
https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/canes-have-something-to-prove-in-third-straight-playoff-appearance/c-324749398 

https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/game-1-preview-nashville-predators-carolina-hurricanes/c-324746462 
https://apnews.com/article/nashville-predators-carolina-hurricanes-hockey-nhl-sports-876ce71a4e100756c0c05d8687e5acdb 

https://www.canescountry.com/2021/5/16/22438931/playoff-preview-looking-back-at-the-hurricanes-and-predators-regular-season-series-nhl-
playoffs 

https://www.canescountry.com/2021/5/16/22438414/carolina-hurricanes-tom-dundon-rod-brindamour-jack-adams-don-waddell-stanley-cup 
https://www.canescountry.com/2021/5/17/22439647/nashville-predators-at-carolina-hurricanes-game-1-preview-and-storm-advisory-5-16-21 
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In a season of coin flips, the important ones came up the Hurricanes’ way 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 16, 2021 02:02 PM 

 

It’s easy to get lost in the adversity the Carolina Hurricanes had to 
overcome, starting at the very beginning with a COVID outbreak and 
followed by a litany of injuries to key players even in this shortened 
season, to overlook just how many things went right. 

There was nothing assured about the Hurricanes finishing the season as 
one of the best teams in the NHL and champions of an exceedingly 
difficult division, even if that’s been the trajectory of the franchise since 

Rod Brind’Amour took over a talented but rudderless group three years 
ago and gave it discipline and direction. 

The Hurricanes went into this season gambling in more than a few 
places, players where they were hoping rather than knowing, areas of the 
team that were strengths on paper but potential weaknesses on the ice. 
There was more uncertainty going into this season than anyone cares to 
admit now; not whether this was a playoff team, but just how good it 
could actually be. 

Their eventual success hung, essentially, on a series of coin flips. The 
Hurricanes won more than their share, and while they didn’t win them all, 
they won the biggest and most important ones. 

Which is how they ended up here, hosting the Nashville Predators in the 
first round of the playoffs, avoiding the Tampa Bay Lightning and Florida 
Panthers, already with a banner to hang for the first time since 2006. 

That covers a long list of things, from Jordan Staal turning back the clock 
to Nino Niederreiter rediscovering his scoring touch to Vincent Trocheck 
re-establishing himself as a legitimate No. 2 NHL center, the All-Star he 
once was. Martin Necas is starting to find ways to use his speed to 
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change the game. Jake Bean remains raw, but he’s added something. 
Warren Foegele and Brock McGinn scored key goals. 

Nobody claimed Alex Nedeljkovic on waivers in January, and he all but 
saved the Hurricanes’ season when Petr Mrazek got hurt. Midseason 
acquisitions Cedric Paquette and Jani Hakanpaa found and filled roles 
quickly. If this had been an 82-game season, the Hurricanes were on 
pace to have six 20-goal scorers, their most since 2006-07. 

There have certainly been misses. Jake Gardiner still hasn’t found his 
footing here, and Andrei Svechnikov certainly has the exceptional talent 
to score more than he has, even before we get to the infuriating 
offensive-zone stick penalties. Haydn Fleury and Ryan Dzingel became 
expendable. And there have been key injuries, to Mrazek and Teuvo 
Teravainen and others, that held the Hurricanes back. 

But there wasn’t anything even close to catastrophic, unexpected or 
otherwise. The Hurricanes were pretty sure what they were going to get 
from Sebastian Aho and Dougie Hamilton, Jaccob Slavin and Brett 
Pesce. This team isn’t built to carry them as passengers, and they led 
from the front as they were expected to do. 

It’s easy to sit here and take them for granted, and just as easy to take 
for granted how much went right for the Hurricanes that could easily have 
gone wrong. Perfectly promising past seasons have been derailed by 
less, and the Hurricanes may very well look back and say that having the 
No. 1 seed in this particular division, in this unusual year, made all the 
difference. 

None of that matters now. The playoffs are a different animal, and the 
Hurricanes have a different set of uncertainties to manage. Still, they 
operate now from a foundation that’s stronger than it was in January, or 
last August, or the spring of 2019. 

Just about everything else the Hurricanes weren’t sure about going into 
training camp, they are sure about heading into the playoffs. 

That doesn’t guarantee anything. But it’s a pretty good place to start. 
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Canes begin quest to fill in all the boxes in the Stanley Cup playoffs 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MAY 16, 2021 01:00 PM,  

 

The Carolina Hurricanes have lined up 16 white boxes on the front 
facade of PNC Arena. 

Fill in all 16 with a hurricane-warning emblem and Canes fans can start 
partying like it’s 2006. 

It takes 16 victories to claim the Stanley Cup, which many believe is the 
hardest trophy in sports to win. For the Canes, that quest begins Monday 
in Game 1 of their Central Division first-round series with the Nashville 
Predators. 

“Everybody is super excited to get into the playoffs,” Canes forward Nino 
Niederreiter said Friday. “Whenever you’re in the playoffs, everything is 
possible. We can’t be just satisfied with being in. We want to make sure 
we have a good run. But it starts out from just Game 1 and go from 
there.” 

In the 2019 playoffs, in Rod Brind’Amour’s first year as head coach, the 
Canes filled the first eight boxes at PNC Arena with the red-and-black 
emblems by winning a best-of-seven playoff series against the 
Washington Capitals and then the New York Islanders. Then came the 

Boston Bruins. The rest of the boxes were left blank, and soon removed, 
after the Bruins swept the Eastern Conference finals in four games. 

Last uear’s playoffs were held in the bubble cities of Toronto and 
Edmonton because of the pandemic. But playoff hockey is back in 
Raleigh, back at PNC Arena. 

Brind’Amour, the Canes’ captain on the 2006 Cup champion, had no 
problems getting himself amped up for the playoffs when he was a 
player. And as a head coach? 

“It just feels like a lot of stress,” he said last week. “As a player, you worry 
about yourself. ‘How do I get ready?’ You’re excited to go play. When 
you’re a coach you’re worried about 20 guys. You’re worried about all of 
them, where they’re at, are they feeling good? 

“So you’ve got that little bit of anxiety, but also it’s a good time of year. 
This is what they’ve worked for, to have a chance to play for the Stanley 
Cup, play in the playoffs. So it’s all come to this point.” 

The Canes (36-12-8) were the Central Division champions in the NHL’s 
new four-division setup that will be a one-and-done caused by the 
pandemic. The Predators (31-23-2), with a late push, finished fourth. 

After a 6-3 beating by Tampa Bay on March 13, the Predators were 11-
16-1 at the halfway point of the 56-game season. They went 20-7-1 in the 
second half as some injured players began to filter back into the lineup, 
going 7-2-1 in their last 10 to nail down the final playoff spot in the 
Central. 

“We’ve more or less been playing playoff hockey for the last two months 
because our playoff lives were on the line,” Predators defenseman Ryan 
Ellis said Friday on a media call. 

The Canes, who were 20-7-1 in the first half of the season, won the first 
six games in the divisional series with the Preds but then dropped the 
final two games of the regular season, in Nashville. 

“You could tell there was a big difference when they were missing some 
of their guys,” Brind’Amour said. “I think they figured it out when they got 
healthy. They kind of got their game going. I think they were a little bit all 
over the place, maybe because of the injuries and whatnot. Then all of a 
sudden the last month or month and a half that was the team that 
everybody expected to see from the get-go. 

“They’ve got a powerful lineup. There’s no weaknesses. And then when 
their goalies are playing as well as they are, that just amps up everything 
that they’re doing. It’s not great news for us that they’ve figured it out, but 
it’s going to be a challenge for us either way.” 

Goalie Juuse Saros has become the No. 1 guy after the Preds leaned for 
so many seasons on Pekka Rinne. Saros, 26, played 36 games, going 
21-11-1 with a 2.28 goals-against average and .927 save percentage. 

Rinne, the 2018 Vezina Trophy winner, played just five games in the 
second half of the season as Saros became the workhorse. While the 
younger of the two Finns took over in net, Rinne, 38, turned back the 
clock in the final regular-season game against Carolina — albeit against 
a Canes team with several regulars held out of the lineup — in notching 
his 60th career shutout with 30 saves in a 5-0 win. 

Brind’Amour was asked if, as the Central’s No. 1 seed, and with one of 
the best records in the NHL, the Canes will feel like the “hunted” this 
year. 

“All that kind of goes out the window,” he said. “I feel like everybody’s 
now hunting each other. That’s our mentality. That’s the way we have to 
play anyway.” 

The Canes are hunting 16 Stanley Cup victories. A crowd that could be 
as large as 11,000 or 12,000 will be in PNC Arena on Monday to see the 
start of that quest in Game 1 against the Predators. 

“I know I’m going to be amped up, for every game,” Canes forward 
Steven Lorentz said Saturday. “The playoffs are a whole different animal. 
It doesn’t matter if you’re the first seed or the eighth seed. If you show up 
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up ready to play and out-compete the other team that’s usually the team 
that ends up on top. I can’t wait to get going.” 
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Carolina Hurricanes head into playoffs awaiting good news on the blue 
line yet again 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 16, 2021 12:24 PM,  

 

It’s almost a tradition at this point: If the Carolina Hurricanes are in the 
playoffs, they’re probably worried about the availability of a key 
defenseman. In 2019, it was Calvin de Haan. In 2020, Dougie Hamilton. 

And now, it’s their most important defenseman of all: Jaccob Slavin. 

Slavin was pulled from the Hurricanes’ second-to-last game of the 
regular season last weekend for what Hurricanes coach Rod 
Brind’Amour has called precautionary reasons after a “tweak” but Slavin 
also hadn’t practiced with the full team until Sunday. 

Slavin was out early Sunday morning with third goalie James Reimer and 
the other extras for additional work but rejoined the team for practice a 
half-hour later. 

With Cedric Paquette back on the ice, the Hurricanes had their full 
complement of players available for practice for the first time in months 
heading into Monday’s Game 1 against the Nashville Predators. The 
question now is whether they’ll have their full complement available at 8 
p.m. Paquette (lower-body injury) hasn’t played since April 29. Brock 
McGinn (upper body) has been practicing but hasn’t played since April 4. 

“We have a couple guys who are questionable,” Brind’Amour said 
Sunday. “That’s keeping me a little antsy. Obviously, we’d like to be 100 
percent sure going into this. I won’t know until (Monday). (Slavin) got out 
there. So that’s good, hopefully.” 

Slavin, a potential Norris Trophy and Lady Byng candidate, doesn’t put 
up the big offensive numbers that Hamilton does but his smooth two-way 
game is even more important to the Hurricanes, who routinely use Slavin 
against the opposition’s best forwards. 

De Haan, who was coming back from a right shoulder injury in the spring 
of 2019, made his debut in Game 4 of the Capitals series and appeared 
in every playoff game the rest of the way. (He needed surgery in the 
offseason.) Hamilton missed the preliminary round series against the 
New York Rangers last August still recovering from the broken leg he 
suffered in January but was ready for the start of the first-round series 
against the Boston Bruins. 

McGinn, meanwhile, is looking forward to his first action in more than a 
month. 

“It’s definitely not fun watching,” McGinn said. “You want to be out there 
helping the guys. They did a great job finishing first in our division. It’s 
nice seeing everybody on the ice. We’ve kind of had that next-man-up 
mentality all season but to see everybody out there it’s great and 
everybody’s got smiles on their faces and ready to go.” 

EXPECT MRAZEK IN NET 

If practice is any indication, Petr Mrazek will get the call in goal against 
the Predators, although Brind’Amour has kept his decision-making 
process very quiet throughout the week leading up to Game 1. Mrazek 
continued on Sunday to occupy the net traditionally used by the starter in 
practice. 

THESE GO TO 11 

With an agreement with the NHL to set PNC Arena’s maximum 
attendance at 11,000 for Game 1, the Hurricanes were able to put a 
limited number of first-round playoff tickets on sale to the general public 
Sunday. Previously, they were only available to season-ticket holders. 

The Hurricanes were still negotiating with the NHL on Sunday to increase 
capacity, Hurricanes general manager Don Waddell said. While the state 
of North Carolina has lifted capacity limits on indoor arenas, the 
Hurricanes will have to bring in additional ventilation and dehumidification 
equipment to meet NHL standards, which Waddell said Friday could take 
a few weeks. 

Under North Carolina’s previous regulations, the Hurricanes were going 
to be limited to about 6,000 fans. 
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How the Canes became a Cup contender: Good drafting, good trades, 
and a little luck 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MAY 16, 2021 07:00 AM,  

 

The Carolina Hurricanes are headed to the Stanley Cup playoffs for a 
third straight year, unprecedented success since the franchise moved to 
North Carolina in 1997. 

Successful organizations usually have a fulcrum point where things begin 
to turn in their favor, sports or otherwise. So it was for the Hurricanes, 
who won the Stanley Cup in 2006, returned to the playoffs in 2009, then 
suffered through a frustrating playoff drought. 

In short form: Justin Williams signed as a free agent in 2017, Tom 
Dundon became majority owner in 2018, Rod Brind’Amour was named 
head coach and made Williams the team captain, and the Canes won the 
No. 2 pick in the 2018 NHL Draft. 

Don Waddell, the Canes’ president and general manager, later joked that 
he had a “lucky coin” in his pocket at the 2018 draft lottery in Toronto. 
Talk about good fortune. The Canes moved from 11th to second. They 
took power forward Andrei Svechnikov. 

“A huge step,” Brind’Amour recently said. “He’s a big part of what we 
have here and what we will have moving forward. You can trace that 
lottery back to a lot of organizations that can be like ‘Hey, good thing we 
won that’ because of the player they picked up. I certainly hope that in 10 
years we look back and that question will be even more relevant, that it 
was a big luck of the draw, in essence, but that’s how a lot of teams have 
been built.” 

Williams vowed to make the Canes relevant again in the NHL and did, 
helping lead them to the 2019 Stanley Cup playoffs. Svechnikov jumped 
into the lineup at 18 that season and did his part. The Canes, memorably 
called the “Bunch of Jerks,” reached the Eastern Conference finals. 
Brind’Amour oversaw it all as coach, the perfect man for the job. 

“It certainly helps to have good players,” Brind’Amour said. “At the end of 
the day, you can do a lot of great things if you have great players, and it’s 
hard if you don’t.” 

The Canes played the 2020 playoffs in the Toronto bubble because of 
the pandemic. They’ll have home playoff games again this year, although 
not with a full house at PNC Arena. Not yet. 

And Waddell probably has always kept that coin in his pocket. 
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Here’s how this year’s team came together, through the NHL draft, 
trades, free agency and a little luck: 

DRAFTED 

Forwards: Sebastian Aho (2015, second round), Andrei Svechnikov 
(2018, first round), Martin Necas (2017, first round), Warren Foegele 
(2014, third round), Brock McGinn (2012, second round ), Steven Lorentz 
(2015, seventh round), Morgan Geekie (2017, third round). 

Defensemen: Jaccob Slavin (2012, fourth round), Brett Pesce (2013, 
third round), Jake Bean (2016, first round). 

Goaltender: Alex Nedeljkovic (2014, second round). 

Of note: Aho was the 35th player drafted in 2015, further evidence the 
draft is a crapshoot. Pesce was the 66th player taken, underscoring that 
point. Slavin was the 120th player taken. Point made in full. 

TRADES 

Forwards: Teuvo Teravainen (2016. from Chicago), Jordan Staal (2012, 
from Pittsburgh), Nino Niederreiter (2019, from Minnesota), Vincent 
Trocheck (2020, from Florida), Jordan Martinook (2018, from Arizona), 
Cedric Paquette (2021, from Ottawa). 

Defensemen: Dougie Hamilton (2018, from Calgary), Brady Skjei (2020, 
from NY Rangers), Jani Hakanpaa (2021, from Anaheim). 

Goaltender: James Reimer (2019, from Florida). 

Of note: Teravainen was part of the deal with Chicago that included 
forward Bryan Bickell. ... Hamilton was acquired from Calgary when the 
Canes traded Elias Lindholm and defenseman Noah Hanifin. 
Defenseman Adam Fox also was part of the trade but never signed with 
Carolina. ... Niederreiter came from Minnesota in the memorable one-for-
one trade for Victor Rask. ... The Canes gave up four players to get 
Trocheck from Florida. 

FREE AGENTS 

Forwards: Jesper Fast (2020), Max McCormick (2019). 

Defensemen: Jake Gardiner (2019), Joakim Ryan (2020). 

Goaltender: Petr Mrazek (2018). 

Of note: Mrazek signed a one-deal deal for $1.5 million in 2018, saying 
he wanted a chance to be a No. 1 goalie, and later signed a contact 
extension. 
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Could another rookie goalie help the Canes win a title, 15 years after 
2006 Stanley Cup? 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 16, 2021 06:45 AM 

 

The first Stanley Cup finals Alex Nedeljkovic remembers watching, he 
was 10 years old and he had $1 bet on Game 7. He collected when the 
Carolina Hurricanes won, thanks in part to a rookie goalie who didn’t 
even expect to play in the playoffs, but found himself being handed the 
Conn Smythe Trophy at center ice by Gary Bettman when they were 
over. 

What happened to Cam Ward 15 years ago remains a fairy tale for 
goalies, the kind of bedtime story goalie parents tell their kids, especially 
the ones who aren’t playing that much. 

Stay ready! 

You never know what could happen! 

You could end up playing and winning the Stanley Cup! 

As Nedeljkovic put it this week: “Just to have a rookie goalie come in, 
play well, stand on his head, go down and win the Conn Smythe.” 

So here we are again with the Hurricanes heading into the playoffs with 
another rookie goalie ready to step in, and in Nedeljkovic’s case, perhaps 
even start Game 1. That’s the biggest difference between the two, 
among others — Nedeljkovic is not only an older rookie but carried the 
Hurricanes through the dog days of the season, while Ward was used 
sparingly until the playoffs — but there’s still a sense of the familiar to the 
scenario. 

Nedeljkovic is a 25-year-old rookie, with a slightly longer and more 
winding path to the NHL than Ward. He was a first-round pick who was 
fast-tracked to the league and was only 22 with one full AHL season 
under his belt when he made his playoff debut. 

But Nedeljkovic has also had some measure of career success of his 
own by now, winning the AHL Calder Cup with the Charlotte Checkers in 
2019, then making the most of the opportunity created by Petr Mrazek’s 
injury this season to jump into the mix, stabilize the Hurricanes’ net and 
insert his name into the Calder Trophy conversation as the NHL’s rookie 
of the year — all after being put on waivers and going unclaimed in 
January. 

“Once I kind of figured it out and got to the right mental space, I was 
telling myself it’s just another game, you’ve been doing this your whole 
life,” Nedeljkovic said. “There’s nothing new, really. Just playing against 
better players. You’ve got to believe in yourself, that you’re good enough 
to be here. Good enough to make the saves.” 

He also became the first rookie to be awarded the Josef Vasicek Award 
by the Carolina chapter of the Professional Hockey Writers Association, 
recognizing cooperation with the media. (Ward won it as well, in 2008.) 

LOOKING UP TO CAM WARD 

It has been a long time coming for Nedeljkovic, who first came to training 
camp with the Hurricanes for the first time in 2014 after they drafted him 
in the second round. He had some of Ward’s hockey cards and a puck 
and a plaque of Ward holding the Conn Smythe growing up. That fall, his 
biggest challenge before being sent back to juniors was how to get Ward 
to sign one of his hockey cards without it being, you know, super 
awkward. 

“I remember telling him one time that I was just holding the fort until he 
was ready,” Ward said. “It appears he has taken that next step and he’s 
ready to take on a more important role. There’s no better time to do that 
than in the Stanley Cup playoffs, if he gets that opportunity. It’s kind of 
crazy watching him this season, how things evolved.” 

Things evolved quickly for Ward in 2006 when the Hurricanes’ first-round 
series against the Montreal Canadiens started to go south. The 
Hurricanes went north down 2-0 after losing the first two games at home, 
and goalie Martin Gerber’s subpar performance was a big part of it. 
Gerber had been an absolute rock for the Hurricanes all season -- it was 
hard, at times, to even find spots for Ward to play — but he wasn’t quite 
right to start that series. 

After Ward came out of the bullpen and played well in an overtime loss in 
Game 2, coach Peter Laviolette pulled him aside at the team hotel in 
Montreal to tell him he would start Game 3 -- thrown to the wolves in a 
frenzied Bell Centre where Habs fans sensed not only victory but 
revenge for their elimination at the hands of the Hurricanes four years 
earlier. The Hurricanes won Game 3 in overtime and never really looked 
back. 

Ward’s lesson for Nedeljkovic, if he gets his chance: Have fun, a phrase 
Ward used to write on the heel of his stick. 
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“I remember in the warmups for Game 3 taking a moment and just 
looking around and soaking it all in,” Ward said. “I remember telling 
myself, no matter what happens tonight, I was going to enjoy this 
moment. I think when you do that you play loose, you play with feeling. 
Fortunately, things all went great for myself in that first year. With saying 
that, I soon realized how difficult it was to get back in a situation like that. 
You never know how many opportunities you’re going to get.” 

ROD BRIND’AMOUR’S DECISION AT GOAL IS UNCERTAIN 

Ward and Brind’Amour combined for only one more playoff appearance 
as players, in 2009, but Brind’Amour has led the Hurricanes to three 
straight postseasons as a head coach doing things very much his own 
way. That includes being on the record saying that the paranoid NHL 
practice of obfuscating who’s starting in goal is pointless, but as 
Brind’Amour tries to decide who gets the start in Game 1, he’s holding 
his cards uncharacteristically close. 

The argument for Mrazek is that if the Hurricanes are going to win the 
Stanley Cup, Mrazek being at the absolute top of his game gives them 
their best shot, and denting his confidence before the playoffs even start 
is not going to get him there. 

The argument for Nedeljkovic is that he’s played the best of the three 
down the stretch, and if he falters, there’s still always the option to go 
back to Mrazek at any point. 

There’s even an argument for James Reimer, who’s third on the list 
statistically but has had the most success of any of the trio against the 
Predators this season. 

This much is certain: Just as it has been in the last two playoff 
campaigns, Brind’Amour’s decision-making is informed by his experience 
as a player. 

In 2002, the Hurricanes had to go from Arturs Irbe to Kevin Weekes and 
back to Irbe to make the Stanley Cup final, and Irbe even gave them a 
chance to pull a momentous upset there. 

In 2006, Laviolette consulted Brind’Amour, his captain, on the switch 
from Gerber to Ward. The Hurricanes would end up needing both, with 
Gerber returning to win a critical start in the conference finals against the 
Buffalo Sabres when Ward lost his edge, temporarily. 

ALEX NEDELJKOVIC’S MOMENT HAS ARRIVED 

As a coach, Brind’Amour has never been a one-goalie guy. And whether 
through necessity, as when Mrazek got hurt in 2019 and Curtis 
McElhinney completed a second-round sweep, or entirely by choice 
when he gave Reimer the start in the third and final game of the 
Hurricanes’ preliminary-round sweep of the New York Rangers last 
August, he’s never been shy to switch. 

“You guys ask so many questions about goalies, and I spend so little 
time thinking about that,” Brind’Amour said. “I guess when you have two, 
or three now in our case, that you feel pretty good about, I’ve got a lot of 
other fish to worry about.” 

So whether Nedeljkovic watches Game 1 or starts it, he’s unlikely to 
remain in either position for too long. Ward, in 2006, didn’t know his 
moment had arrived until it did. Nedeljkovic knows his has, whether that’s 
now or later. Ward’s past laid the ground for Nedeljkovic’s present. 

“Weirdly enough, Wardo (was) in this kind of similar situation that I’ve 
been in right now,” Nedeljkovic said. “We’ll see going forward what plays 
out.” 

PREDATORS AT HURRICANES 

Stanley Cup Playoffs, Round One 

When: 8 p.m., Monday 

Where: PNC Arena, Raleigh 

WATCH: CNBC, BSSO 
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Where did Alex Nedeljkovic come from? Inside his journey from top 
prospect to waivers to Hurricanes playoff hope 

 

By Sara Civian May 16, 2021  

 

It was 9 a.m. on Jan. 13, and Alex Nedeljkovic was staring at a clock that 
was moving so slow he was starting to think it was broken. 

He’d packed up his essentials the night before, just in case. He’d also 
prepared his now-fiancee, Emma, and their black lab, Zeke, for the 
possibility of moving. 

To where? Good question. 

This was Nedeljkovic’s first experience being placed on NHL waivers, 
and up until Jan. 12, he’d assumed the whole ordeal involved a bit more 
behind-the-scenes intel. 

“I was pretty anxious. It was pretty stressful those 24 hours,” he told The 
Athletic last week. “I thought maybe there would be, like, some 
communication from the GM, from the team, from Don (Waddell), 
somebody. Maybe they knew if someone had put a bid in or if there 
wasn’t much. But I guess there’s really no knowledge perhaps until those 
last 10 minutes there. Personally, I didn’t know.” 

So from about 9 a.m. until noon, there was nothing to do but stare at the 
clock. 

“The night before, I was speculating who might make a claim and 
whatnot,” he recalled. “But the next morning I didn’t really eat — I 
couldn’t eat.” 

The Canes had placed Nedeljkovic on waivers with the intention of 
assigning him to the taxi squad and gaining cap relief. It wasn’t supposed 
to symbolize some death sentence for his career. It was also understood 
that the waiver market was different this season due to pandemic 
complications and that placing him on waivers was less of a risk than 
usual. 

But the Hurricanes had drafted him 37th in 2014, and he’d been with the 
organization his entire five-season pro career. With only six NHL 
appearances to that point, the Canes hadn’t been clearing much of a 
path for a 25-year-old they once heralded as their “goalie of the future.” 

Former Charlotte Checkers head coach Mike Vellucci coined that term a 
few years ago. It was clear he had unwavering faith in Nedeljkovic’s 
future with the way he always talked about him, even when the big club 
wasn’t giving him an opportunity. Vellucci’s confidence wasn’t the 
unanimous opinion, though, if the whole “six NHL games played in four 
full pro seasons” thing didn’t tip you off. 

Nedeljkovic’s path to the NHL was never going to be easy, and there 
were always going to be doubters — a 5-foot-11 stature isn’t particularly 
conducive to a typical statue-in-net style of play. But those who have 
actually been a part of this journey know that’s irrelevant, and the rest of 
us are starting to catch on. He doesn’t have to fit that mold. He doesn’t 
even want to fit that mold. 

Have we forgotten our ancestors? 

If it helps, Nedeljkovic grew up idolizing three people: puck-handling, 
reflexive Marty Brodeur (who, yes, was a student of butterfly), “third 
defenseman” Ron Hextall and 5-foot-11 assist machine Marty Turco. 

His game, in its essence, is a blend of elite skating and puckhandling that 
sounds more like a description of a puck-moving defenseman than your 
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standard goalie. So yeah, without a genuine chance to show how that all 
works at the NHL level, the Hurricanes placed him on waivers. He could 
be someone else’s code to crack — the Canes were in an important 
stretch of a playoff run and figured they didn’t have the time, even if they 
saw the potential. 

“It’s the business part of the game, right?” said recently promoted 
Hurricanes goalie coach Paul Schonfelder, who has been with the 
organization and working with Nedeljkovic since 2017. “My message to 
these guys, especially when they’re younger is: ‘It’s out of your control. 
We need to just focus on what you can control.’ But you’re only human — 
I’m sure the thought crosses your mind on what’s going to happen. But 
the more time you spend focusing on that or worrying about it, it’s not 
going to help you do the things you can control. 

“At the end of the day, that was basically my message (to Nedeljkovic): 
‘All right, this is happening. But let’s just get on the ice, let’s get to work. 
Let’s focus on what you can control.'” 

Finally, Hurricanes GM Don Waddell gave Nedeljkovic a call at 10 past 
noon. He had cleared waivers and he was to join the team on its 
upcoming trip to Detroit. 

Maybe the Hurricanes thought they were doing him a favor by potentially 
releasing him into the wild and giving him a chance to earn an NHL spot. 
It turns out the 30 NHL teams that passed him over might be receiving 
thank you notes by the end of this playoff run. 

A friendly-fire collision between Petr Mrazek and Max McCormick on Jan. 
30 would sideline Mrazek for 31 games with a thumb injury and force the 
Hurricanes to give Nedeljkovic an actual chance. 

That chance turned into a 15-5-3 record, three shutouts and, of course, 
an overtime assist. 

His 1.90 goals-against average and .932 save percentage ended up first 
in the NHL among goaltenders who played at least 20 games, and the 
advanced metrics are no less impressive: 

“I knew he was capable of being an everyday NHL goaltender, but at the 
end of the day you can only predict, right?” Schonfelder said. “You don’t 
know until they get the opportunity. Is he going to be a guy that plays X 
amount of games? Is he going to be a guy that plays a lot?” 

Welcome to finding out. 

Nedeljkovic credits his parents, Theresa and Butch, for not only getting 
him into hockey from a young age but allowing him to travel to more 
hotbed areas. He grew up in Parma, Ohio — about a 30-minute drive 
from Cleveland — and played bantam for the Cleveland Barons from 
2009-11. But at some point, a goaltender of his caliber was bound to 
outgrow what a place like Cleveland can provide in terms of hockey 
development. So the Nedeljkovics went pretty much everywhere. 

“They put me in hockey, they let me grow and kind of move away from 
home a bit,” Nedeljkovic said. “Especially when I was just getting into 
high school, travel-wise I’d go to Chicago, Detroit, Boston, Ottawa, 
Montreal — we flew out to Edmonton one year when I was, like, 12 years 
old to play. We even went overseas a few times to Russia and Europe. 

“Not many 10-, 11-, 12-year-olds get to say they were able to do that. I 
definitely wouldn’t be here right now if it weren’t for my mom and dad.” 

Speaking of Detroit, his first season truly away from home was 2011-12, 
with Belle Tire, a well-known Tier 1 team. He was teammates with future 
NHLers from the Michigan area like Kyle Connor, Zach Werenski and 
Dylan Larkin. He turned enough heads to get called up to the OHL’s 
Plymouth Whalers right around his 16th birthday in 2012-13. By the end 
of the season, he was starting in goal for a playoff run against players as 
old as 20. 

Hurricanes teammate Vincent Trocheck captained that Whalers team. 

“He was sort of quiet at first,” Trocheck recalled of a young Nedeljkovic. 
“But he’s got that dry sense of humor. He was just a good kid.” 

Although he was playing amongst some of the best NHL prospects at the 
time and excelling, the implications didn’t really hit Nedeljkovic until he 
got to the draft. 

“As a kid, growing up, I was kind of naive,” he said. “It was always a 
dream to play in the league, but I never actually — until I was 18 in my 
draft year — it never really hit me that I could actually do this for a 
career.” 

When a realization like that smacks you in the face, it can be equal parts 
thrilling and pressurizing. 

Schonfelder wasn’t in Charlotte yet for Nedeljkovic’s first year in the pros, 
in 2016-17, but he’d been keeping tabs on the intriguing goalie prospect 
since he coached against him in the OHL. Nedeljkovic posted his worst 
pro save percentage that year, an .881 in 25 games with the Checkers. 

“Anyone coming into pro hockey from junior, you’re going to have your 
ups and downs, especially being a goalie,” he said. “It’s such a big jump. 
You can probably almost say for a goalie going from junior to pro is 
probably a harder step than going from the American league to the NHL.” 

A silver lining? He went down to the coast for a stint and became the 
12th goalie in ECHL history to score a goal. The next season, he became 
the 13th goalie in AHL history to score a goal. 

That’s kind of his thing, and it always has been. 

“Growing up, my dad would point certain things out, especially with puck 
handling,” Nedeljkovic said. “It always seems to come back to puck 
handling with me. (My dad) always said, ‘Do it with a purpose.’ When 
you’re watching Brodeur, for example, every time he came out it was with 
a purpose.” 

Schonfelder and Nedeljkovic have been working on that restraint and 
execution since Schonfelder joined the organization before the 2017-18 
season. 

“Going back to when I first got the job, you do as much homework as you 
can going into the job. And watching what he did in the first year, one of 
the areas we identified was: He’s not big, right?” Schonfelder said. “It’s 
no secret. He’s not 6-foot-3. But that doesn’t mean you can’t play a big 
game. Part of that is just being more controlled and allowing himself to be 
in spots where he’s not reaching for pucks, not putting himself in the 
position to dive. And he’s come such a long way since his first year. 

“At the end of the day, when you watch somebody, you can look at guys 
even like (Nashville goalie Juuse) Saros and Ned, you almost forget he’s 
5-foot-11 because he’s in front of pucks all the time. He’s getting hit in 
the chest, hit in the shoulders and putting himself in a position to take up 
net. So it’s definitely an area we’ve worked on. But a lot of that, too, is 
experience.” 

Schonfelder is a firm believer in playoff experience as a primary 
indication of what a goalie will become, so he was truly sold on 
Nedeljkovic after the 2018-19 Calder Cup championship. Nedeljkovic 
won AHL goalie of the year after that regular season, then carried that 
standard of play into the playoffs. He ended that championship run with a 
2.34 goals-against average, .916 save percentage and a 10-4 record. 

“There’s a really good picture of him (from the Calder Cup finals): There’s 
cameras right behind him, he’s jumping up and everyone is sort of just 
flying to him,” said Jake Bean, who played with him on the Checkers and 
now with the Canes. “He was definitely the MVP of our team that year.” 

Added Steven Lorentz, who has also graduated to the Hurricanes after 
that Calder Cup: “I mean, Ned was just such a stud the whole entire 
playoffs. He was such a rocket. And knowing that every single one of the 
guys was so confident with him in the net whether we were down in a 
third period of a game or what, it didn’t really matter. We knew that Ned 
was going to have our backs, and we just had to go and do our part. I’ll 
never forget, I didn’t play in the final game, but we were standing right 
behind the net, and as soon as the buzzer went off I just remember him 
jumping into the air. There’s a really cool picture of it, that’s kind of my 
first memory of being like ‘Wow, we just did it.'” 
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The unique circumstances surrounding NHL rules in 2021 included a 
three-goalie minimum between a team’s roster and its taxi squad. So 
obviously, behind Mrazek and James Reimer, Nedeljkovic was option 
No. 3 — and it was clear the Canes wouldn’t be putting him in unless the 
situation was dire. 

In late January came Mrazek’s dire thumb injury and ensuing surgery 
recovery. Reimer played the remaining 57:05 of that game, against the 
Stars, and started the next four. Then, finally, Nedeljkovic got his shot. It 
wasn’t the smoothest start, with a loss against his home-state Blue 
Jackets and an .864 save percentage on Feb. 8, an .897 and a win 
against Dallas on Feb. 13 and an .892 and an overtime loss against 
Florida on Feb. 17. But he hadn’t played a game in almost a year, and 
you could tell he had the potential to build on his losses if the Canes 
would allow him to keep going. Lucky for him, they didn’t have much of a 
choice. 

“I got off to a little slow start there,” he said. “But once I got a few games 
after my first action in almost a year, once you kind of figure it out, I got 
into the right mental space. I’d tell myself, ‘It’s just another game. You’ve 
been doing this your whole life. It’s nothing new, really. You’re just 
playing against better players. But you gotta believe in yourself that 
you’re good enough to be here, you’re good enough to make the saves 
and play at a high level.'” 

He notched his first NHL shutout against the defending Cup champion 
Lightning and proceeded to post a .926, .957, .943, .913, .962, .893, his 
second shutout and a .917 — six wins, one loss and one overtime loss in 
eight games. 

“I mean, how do you not (keep playing him)?” coach Rod Brind’Amour 
said after his second shutout. “He’s played great. Tonight again, he didn’t 
get tested too much, which was awesome for us, but when he did, he 
looked really good. I think the other asset that he brings is that puck-
handling ability, that occasionally when we’re under stress, he can get 
the puck out. That’s a big, big deal, especially in today’s game with how 
heavy forechecks are in the NHL.” 

“It’s awesome,” Dougie Hamilton added at the time. “Ned plays the puck 
so well. He apologizes to us when he messes up a little, but we tell him 
to keep doing it because it helps us so much. It’s been awesome to have 
him playing so well.” 

And he’s only improved. His last nine appearances of the season, he was 
7-1-1 with a 1.55 goals-against average, a .945 save percentage, 
another shutout — and yes, the dramatic, overtime assist. 

“The way he plays the puck, it’s unbelievable,” assist recipient Hamilton 
reiterated after that game. “If he can keep going, here, I wouldn’t be 
surprised to see him score a goal, too.” 

Nedeljkovic does take a little exception to the notion that he’s constantly 
trying to score, though. 

“As I get older, I don’t know if you can really tell, but I’ve kind of gotten a 
little bit better (at) not being so aggressive with it,” he said. “I’ve been a 
little more tame with it lately, but yeah, it’s just something I’ve always 
enjoyed doing. It makes guys’ lives a lot easier when we can get pucks 
out of their own end (and) they’re not getting hit.” 

You can thank Schonfelder for making that a point in their years working 
together, but you can thank Nedeljkovic himself for a certain energy he’s 
brought to this team that has helped it deal with COVID-19 restrictions 
and gear up for its Cup run. 

He, Lorentz and Morgan Geekie, among others, have reminded some of 
the older guys what it was like to fight for a spot on the roster and of all 
the excitement of that first taste of the NHL. 

“He’s just super positive,” Jordan Martinook said. “I feel like every time 
you say good morning and ask him how he’s doing, he’s always saying, 
‘It’s great. I’m great.’ And it’s just a positive guy to be around. On the ice, 
his play speaks for itself. He’s been very good for us. I think all three of 
our goalies have been pretty good this year. Ned’s a good guy to be 

around. He’s got that kind of quiet confidence about himself that is nice to 
see in a goalie.” 

“He’s quiet, he’s very reserved and that’s kind of how he plays,” 
Brind’Amour added. “He’s very calm. That’s how I get the sense from 
him, is he’s just kind of a laid-back guy, but he’s very competitive. You 
can see it. That’s a great thing. We love it. He’s a great kid. He’s worked 
his butt off to get to this point. We’ve obviously known him for a long 
time, and he’s put in his time. I’m thrilled with how he’s playing. It helps 
us. But just for him, because he’s put in the work.” 

So here he is at this point, in between forcing himself into the lineup and 
staying there when Mrazek returned from injury. No one knows exactly 
how the playoff goalie rotation will unfold, but there just might be some 
shades of 2005-06. 

“The Hurricanes’ Cup was the first Stanley Cup I can remember 
watching,” Nedeljkovic said. “Weirdly enough, (Cam Ward) was in this 
similar situation I am in right now. We’ll see going forward how it plays 
out, but to have a rookie goalie come in, stand on his head and win a 
Conn Smythe? I had hockey cards of him growing up, I had a plaque of 
him with the Conn Smythe, then when I got drafted coming to camp, 
meeting him, it was like, ‘I have a hockey card of you, I want you to 
autograph it, but I don’t want it to be weird.’ 

“But it was really cool, and funny enough that’s the first Stanley Cup I 
remember watching. I actually was rooting for the Canes to win the Cup 
at that point, I’d made a dollar bet with a friend that they would win in 
Game 7.” 

Nedeljkovic tapped on the table in front of him three times, and his 
execution was so clear that it didn’t get lost over the video call. 

He was interrupting my assumption that he’s made it to the NHL for 
good, a lead-in to a question about how he felt being placed on waivers 
back in January. 

“First of all,” he said, “knock on wood.” 

He keeps the mindset of needing to prove himself. But now it’s the rest of 
the league, starting with the Predators, who need to be knocking on 
wood, hoping somehow Nedeljkovic’s rise isn’t for real. 
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Hurricane warnings in Raleigh, where Nashville Predators arrive as an 
afterthought | Estes 

 

Gentry Estes 

 

RALEIGH, N.C. – Spread across to the south entrance of PNC Arena – 
where the Nashville Predators practiced Sunday afternoon – are a row of 
16 empty boxes, the last of which reaches the Stanley Cup. 

With each playoff win for the Carolina Hurricanes, they’ll check off a box. 

Not four boxes – 16 boxes. 

This is standard fanfare, perhaps, on the eve of the Stanley Cup playoffs. 
But with this Carolina team at this time, it expresses a belief both 
unmistakable and – truthfully – understandable. They absolutely expect 
to be playing long beyond their first-round series against the Predators. 

And why shouldn’t they be confident? 

The Hurricanes are viewed as a top contender in these playoffs for good 
reason. They entered a Central Division this season that featured last 
year’s Stanley Cup finalists (Tampa Bay and Dallas) and a handful of 
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other capable foes. Carolina cruised past them all, winning the division 
with the third-highest point total in the NHL. 

The Canes beat the stuffing out of the Predators for a while, too, winning 
their first six meetings. 

So do not kid yourself about this series that’ll start in Raleigh in Monday 
night: The Predators arrived in Raleigh as gigantic underdogs. Hardly 
anyone thinks the Predators will push this series to six or seven games, 
much less win it and keep rolling through the tournament. 

As of Sunday, a $5,000 bet on the Predators to win the Stanley Cup 
would win you $180,000. They are the longest of the long shots in the 16-
team field, along with the Winnipeg Jets. 

To this, the Predators are barely raising an eyebrow. 

"I know they are heavy favorites,” Predators forward Colton Sissons said 
Sunday. “It's all good with us. … In the 2017 run, we had that underdog 
mentality that gets talked about a lot. It's nice when you can surprise 
some teams and play better and play a harder style of hockey than 
maybe they are expecting. I think this team has a little bit of that in us.” 

"Hockey is a funny game,” added defenseman Ben Harpur. “I feel like 
there's not a huge difference between the top team in the league and the 
bottom team in the league, and that's what makes it really exciting. In a 
playoff series, every team has a chance. ... We've seen them eight times 
this season. We definitely had our struggles with them early, and I feel 
like that kind of puts a little bit of a chip on shoulder. We have something 
to prove, for sure.” 

The Predators’ ambition in this series is to showcase a style of hockey 
that hasn’t come all that naturally to them in the past – but it has become 
a staple as this season has progressed. They’ve been a tougher team 
late in this season, mentally in terms of resiliency, but also physically in 
that they are capable of wearing on an opponent through a long series. 

That’s the plan: Play “a physical, gritty style of game,” Sissons said, to try 
to nullify the Canes’ overwhelming speed and skill in order to take 
advantage of the one area that the Predators do appear to have a clear 
edge entering this series – in goal with Juuse Saros (and Pekka Rinne if 
needed). 

And if the Predators can get out of Raleigh by winning at least one game 
– making it 1-1 with the series headed back to Bridgestone Arena – who 
knows what can happen? 

"Starting on the road isn't such a bad thing,” Sissons said. “If you can 
come in and steal a game – whether it's Game 1 or Game 2 – I think it's 
a job pretty well done. The home team and the favorites always want to 
get out on the right foot. If you can kind of make them stumble a little bit 
out of the gate and put some doubt in the back of their minds, I think that 
sets the road team up pretty well.” 
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The Predators are heavy underdogs vs. the Hurricanes. Here’s how they 
can pull off an upset 

 

By Adam Vingan May 16, 2021  

 

The odds are against the Predators in their first-round playoff series 
against the Carolina Hurricanes, who have few, if any, weaknesses. 

Despite winning 20 of 28 games to end the season, the Predators are not 
being given much of a chance to advance. In order for them to pull off an 
upset, several things have to go right. 

The ‘Juice’ must be worth the squeeze 

Let’s start with the most obvious key to victory. Nothing levels the playing 
field like a red-hot goaltender. 

We have run out of superlatives to describe Juuse Saros’ play over the 
past two months. By most metrics, he has been the best goaltender in 
the NHL since mid-March, posting a 1.90 goals-against average and .941 
save percentage in 23 starts. 

Goals saved above expected since March 18 

Juuse Saros 

12.3 

Connor Hellebuyck 

9.3 

Elvis Merzlikins 

7.2 

Jeremy Swayman 

6.3 

Semyon Varlamov 

5.7 

Saros will probably have to steal at least two games for the Predators to 
have a chance at upsetting the high-powered Hurricanes. Last summer, 
Saros was unimpressive in his first taste of postseason action, recording 
an .895 save percentage in a four-game loss to the Arizona Coyotes in 
the qualifying round. There is not a five-month gap between the regular 
season and playoffs this time, though, so maintaining his momentum 
should be easier. 

“Oftentimes, careers are defined by what you do in the playoffs,” 
Predators general manager David Poile said. “Juuse’s still a young 
goaltender. He was given the net last year against Arizona in the bubble 
in Edmonton, and we lost. I think his play was OK, but it was not at the 
standard that we’re seeing this year. Obviously, the next step for (Saros) 
is to lead our team (to) some playoff victories and winning some series, 
so this is important for him.” 

Win the battle on the back end 

Normally, the Predators have a distinct advantage on defense in their 
playoff series, but not here. The Hurricanes’ Dougie Hamilton, Brett 
Pesce and Jaccob Slavin are excellent all-around defenders, which 
means that Roman Josi, Mattias Ekholm and Ryan Ellis will have to raise 
their games. 

Josi, in particular, will be at the center of the Hurricanes’ game plan. The 
captain was pivotal in the Predators’ turnaround, leading the team in 
scoring for the second consecutive season with 33 points in 48 games. 
He, however, has two goals in 23 playoff games since 2018. That must 
change. 

Bring the physicality 

The Predators are not going to out-skill the Hurricanes, who are flush 
with talented forwards such as Sebastian Aho, Andrei Svechnikov, 
Vincent Trocheck and Nino Niederreiter. (Martin Necas, sixth on the 
Hurricanes with 14 goals this season, would have led the Predators in 
that category.) 

To counteract the Hurricanes’ attack, the Predators must stay true to the 
identity that got them here by ramping up the physicality on the forecheck 
and in the defensive zone. The so-called “Herd Line” of Yakov Trenin, 
Colton Sissons and Tanner Jeannot will lead that charge. 

The Predators’ playoff-clinching 3-1 win May 8 offered a blueprint of sorts 
for beating the Hurricanes. They played stout defense in front of the net, 
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limiting the Hurricanes to 10 slot shots in all situations, and were 
opportunistic on offense. 

“We’re familiar with them, and we’ve played well recently (against) them, 
but playoffs is a whole different beast,” Ellis said. “We know they’ll be 
ready, and we’ll be ready.” 

Predators-Hurricanes slot shots per game 

Jan. 18 

15 

14 

March 2 

18 

11 

March 9 

12 

12 

March 11 

10 

9 

April 15 

3 

9 

April 17 

13 

24 

May 8 

13 

10 

May 10 

18 

14 

Total 

102 

103 

Finally get production out of the big-money forwards 

As always, a harsh spotlight will be cast on the Predators’ highest-paid 
forwards, Ryan Johansen and Matt Duchene, who combined for seven 
goals and 23 points at five-on-five this season. For context, Luke Kunin 
had a team-high 10 goals and 19 points at even strength. (Johansen and 
Duchene missed eight and 22 games, respectively.) 

There is little doubt that the Hurricanes’ top forwards will show up in the 
series. The play of Johansen and Duchene does not inspire the same 
confidence. (Filip Forsberg and Viktor Arvidsson, the latter of whom is 
expected to be ready for Game 1 on Monday, need to step up, too.) 

“It’s been a weird stretch almost since I got here in terms of weird 
bounces,” Duchene said after scoring twice in the Predators’ season 
finale. “It’s been a tough year for me in terms of being hurt and playing 
about 30 games. At times, you don’t feel like you’re part of it when you’re 
hurt, and you come back and it’s like jumping on a moving train. It’s good 
to feel good going in.” 

Predators coach John Hynes experimented with a Forsberg-Johansen-
Duchene combination last Monday but said he doesn’t “foresee them 
starting Game 1 as a line.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Stanley Cup Playoffs takeaways: Kucherov return sparks 
Lightning 

 

Mike Johnston 

May 17, 2021, 1:27 AM 

 

You weren’t expecting a bunch of blowouts were you? 

The 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs got underway this weekend with three of 
the first four games requiring overtime and the other being a heated 
back-and-forth one-goal thriller between state rivals. 

Yep. It’s definitely the post-season, folks. 

The Capitals downed the Bruins 3-2 in OT in the lone game on Saturday, 
but three series got underway Sunday and each got progressively more 
entertaining as the day went on. 

Sunday’s action concluded with the first playoff game between the 
Florida Panthers and defending Cup champion Tampa Bay Lightning and 
oh boy did it ever live up to and exceed the hype. 

The main storyline prior to puck drop was the return of Lightning stars 
Steven Stamkos and Nikita Kucherov. Stamkos had been dealing with a 
lower-body injury since early April, while Kucherov missed the entire 
regular season after undergoing off-season hip surgery. 

The 2019 Hart Trophy winner and 2020’s playoff points leader hadn’t 
seen NHL game action since Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final last year. 

“I have to adjust real quick and try to slow down the game as much as I 
can and use the skill in my head to think the game and make those plays 
and adjust to the speed as the series goes on,” Kucherov recently said 
when discussing his season debut. “Hopefully it's not going to take long.” 

It didn’t very take long at all for the 27-year-old to remind the hockey 
world he is just as dangerous as he was the last time we saw him. 

Remaining Time -0:36 

Kucherov slots home his second goal of the period against Panthers 

Kucherov led all Lightning forwards with 19:21 of ice time, scored two 
second-period power-play goals and added an assist thanks to a lovely 
slap pass that set up Brayden Point’s first of two third-period tallies in the 
Lightning's 5-4 win. 

The Lightning have a pick-your-poison man advantage with Kucherov 
and Stamkos in the lineup. When Kucherov is down low on his off-wing, 
he’s deadly both shooting and passing. Teams know it, yet they can’t 
stop it, and all three of the winger’s points Sunday were generated from 
the same spot on the ice. 

Kucherov is now tied with his compatriot Alex Ovechkin for the most 
playoff goals since the 2013-14 season. If the Lightning power play 
keeps clicking like it did in Game 1, Kucherov might leapfrog Ovechkin 
later this week. 

Fleury’s heroics deserved better result 

Sure, low-scoring games can be boring. Game 1 between the Vegas 
Golden Knights and Minnesota Wild certainly was not. It was terrific, 
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prototypical playoff hockey highlighted by two outstanding goalie 
performances. 

Peter DeBoer’s decision to start Marc-Andre Fleury in Game 1 was the 
right call and it became more and more apparent with each 10-bell save 
Fleury made. The three-time Stanley Cup champion went 9-0-0 to close 
out the regular season and that momentum had yet to subside heading 
into Sunday. 

Some of the saves Fleury made in Game 1 were jaw dropping. 

Remaining Time -0:31 

Fleury reaches behind his back to rob Kaprizov with glove 

“It’s disappointing we couldn’t get the win, couldn’t score one goal for 
him,” Golden Knights captain Mark Stone said of his goalie’s effort 
following the 1-0 loss. “There were times where I think we cheated a little 
bit on offence because we were getting a bit frustrated and that’s on us, 
but Flower did a great job to kind of bail us out in the third period. They 
had some good chances to end it before they did but I don’t expect 
anything different. He plays great for us every night.” 

He had no chance on the OT winner, though, as a Joel Eriksson Ek shot 
took a deflection off a sliding Alec Martinez and slid past a helpless 
Fleury. 

As well as Fleury played, he couldn’t outperform Cam Talbot in the 
opposing net. The Wild netminder stopped all 42 shots he faced and held 
his team in the game when Vegas peppered him with 20 shots in the first 
period alone. 

Talbot also benefitted from 23 blocked shots from his teammates, which 
speaks to how Vegas carried the play for the majority of the game. In 
fact, only five Wild skaters failed to register a blocked shot. 

“I think we had quite a few looks,” Stone said. “Our power play had some 
chances to score. We just got to bear down. I think we were kinda getting 
jammed up a bit. They get plenty of guys in front of their net to try to 
block shots. We’ve got to find a way to break them down a bit.” 

Stone went on to suggest if the Wild are keen on clogging up shooting, 
then Vegas “can get our D ripping some more pucks if they want to block 
shots.” 

Game 2 takes place Tuesday and regardless of how many goals are 
scored we can’t wait. 

Jarry’s glove side, Trotz’s system a clear issue for Penguins 

The Pittsburgh Penguins are no doubt having flashbacks of a couple 
seasons ago when Barry Trotz and the New York Islanders swept them. 

Tristan Jarry made his second career playoff start Sunday and made 37 
saves. Pens coach Mike Sullivan said after his team’s 4-3 OT loss, 
“Tristan made some big saves throughout the course of the game,” 
however his glove side was repeatedly exploited by the Isles. All four 
Islanders goals were scored on Jarry’s left side, three of which were up 
high, including the dagger from Kyle Palmieri. 

Since joining the Islanders, Trotz is 4-0 in series when his team wins 
Game 1. 

Pittsburgh’s other goalie Casey DeSmith is dealing with an upper-body 
injury and his immediate status for Game 2 is unknown. This means 
there’s added pressure on Jarry to right the ship. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Four teams under the most pressure in the Stanley Cup 
Playoffs 

 

Rory Boylen 

May 16, 2021, 9:31 AM 

 

The start of the Stanley Cup Playoffs this weekend has brought new 
hope and optimism, no matter how the regular season ended for any 
team. It’s a fresh start, the second season, and every remaining team will 
see a path to winning it all. 

That said, some teams arrive just happy to be here in the first place, and 
any series wins will be gravy. Others have a certain level of expectation 
they’ll have to meet, or an opportunity they can’t let pass by. Those 
teams will have a little more pressure to win this post-season. 

We've identified four in particular who have the most to lose by falling 
short and getting eliminated early in 2021. 

*I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time. 

Toronto Maple Leafs 

The pressure is at its highest here. They have the offence. They have a 
hugely improved team defence. They made the aggressive deadline 
moves to round out the roster, finished atop the division, and — no knock 
on the rest of the Canadian teams — this is Toronto’s best route through 
to the final four in recent memory. 

If they don’t get that far, some hard questions will once again be asked 
about this team’s potential, making the difficult decisions around next 
contracts for Frederik Andersen or Zach Hyman all the more 
complicated. Next year, if divisions are realigned again as expected, the 
Leafs may have to go through Tampa, Boston and now a much-improved 
Florida team. This is the chance Leafs Nation has been waiting for. 

Pittsburgh Penguins 

They’re four years removed from winning the Stanley Cup, and the core 
players on this team won’t necessarily be feeling pressure at the same 
level of a younger squad that hasn’t gotten over the hump yet. This is all 
about a narrowing window. Since their last championship, Pittsburgh has 
just a single series win, didn’t technically qualify for last year’s playoffs 
when Montreal eliminated them in the qualifying round, and the season 
before that, they were swept by the Islanders — who they’ll meet again in 
Round 1. 

The Jeff Carter trade pick-up has been a smashing success, Sidney 
Crosby has led the charge after a slow first month, and the Penguins 
have the NHL’s top points percentage since mid-February. We don’t 
know how many quality runs they have left, and they can’t waste one in 
which they’re coming in so hot. 

Florida Panthers 

This will be the Panthers’ fifth post-season since they reached the 
Stanley Cup Final all the way back in 1996 — maybe now they can win 
their first series since that run. This may be the best team they’ve had 
since the ’96 Rat Race, and their reward for it is the first all-Florida 
playoff series where the Panthers draw the defending-champion 
Lightning. 

Florida’s offence is one of the best in the league, its defence one of the 
most improved overall, and this is one of the harder Panthers teams to 
play against in the past 25 years. A win over the Lightning would be 
monumental, but this is a team good enough to win more than one round. 
Another first-round exit, though, and who knows how GM Bill Zito will 
approach the off-season? 

Vegas Golden Knights 

Vegas has played fast and loose with the salary cap, seemingly in on 
every big name that becomes available in free agency or trade. That's left 
them with little room to maneuver and so Vegas was forced to start a 
less-than-full roster a few times this season, including in a crucial game 
against Colorado last week where a Vegas win would have locked up the 
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Presidents' Trophy. They lost that game, finished second in the division, 
and drew the tougher first round matchup. 

As soon as it became clear this was going to be an overachieving team 
in its inaugural season it's been pedal to the metal in Vegas. Owner Bill 
Foley's initial expectation that the team could reach the playoffs in three 
years and challenge for the Cup in four or five was surpassed right away 
and this has been a contender in each of its four seasons. 

That brings a certain degree of pressure. Just getting to the playoffs isn't 
good enough -- winning it all is the new expectation. 

With how aggressive the front office has been to acquire talent, it's left 
Vegas with not a lot of wiggle room to make further moves. Of course, 
we've thought that before and they've found ways to just continue adding. 
But it does make it harder to change things on the fly if anything were to 
go wrong with any part of the roster. So, while everything is going right, 
the Golden Knights can't let any more opportunities slip through their 
hands. 

They are one of the best teams in the league in every facet, but in Round 
1 will face a Minnesota Wild team who Vegas had a losing record against 
this season. It would be a major disappointment to lose here, but that's 
not an impossibility. If they win and meet Colorado in Round 2, it would 
be an incredibly tough matchup and, as long as it's close, would be 
understandable if Vegas lost. However, a Round 2 elimination would still 
mean Vegas fell short of expectations. 

There's no room for error here. The window is wide open, but the cap 
situation stresses that at least a little. And there are no free passes -- this 
is a tough road through for Vegas. 
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TSN.CA / Hyman not expecting rust in return to top-line role 

 

By Mark Masters 

 

The Leafs practised at Ford Performance Centre on Sunday.  

Zach Hyman is expected to play on Thursday when the Leafs open their 
playoff series against the Canadiens.  

"We haven't gotten the final clearance for him medically, but I certainly 
believe we are trending that way," said coach Sheldon Keefe. "Another 
great practice for him today." 

Hyman skated on the top line with Auston Matthews and Mitch Marner. 
The gritty winger hasn't suited up in a game since April 18 when a knee-
on-knee hit by Canucks defenceman Alex Edler left him with an MCL 
sprain. Hyman has now taken part in three practices since being cleared 
for contact and isn't feeling much rust.  

"I don't think I've been off too long," Hyman said. "I've been skating and 
trying to stay in game shape so I'm just excited. The playoffs are a whole 
new level so just to get back into that game, I'll be into it right from the 
first shift and ready to get going." 

Keefe suggested the injury layoff may actually help.  

"You never like to play without Zach Hyman in your lineup, but I did look 
at it as positive that a guy who gives so much to every shift and every rep 
he gets — whether it is a practice or a game — [got] time to recover and 
be fresh for playoffs," the coach said. "I certainly think we are going to 
see a very prepared Zach Hyman." 

Prior to the injury, Hyman was having a career year with 15 goals and 18 
assists in 43 games.  

'I'll be into it right from the first shift': Leafs expect Hyman will return 
refreshed 

Zach Hyman hasn't officially been cleared yet, but Sheldon Keefe said 
he's trending in that direction. Hyman added that he's feeling ready to go 
and is excited to be playing alongside Auston Matthews and Mitch 
Marner. 

After the stacked top unit stumbled badly late in the regular season, the 
Leafs will go back to a more balanced approach on the power play.  

"It's something we probably would have gone to a little earlier had Hyman 
been available to us," Keefe explained. "That is something we went to at 
the start of training camp and the season. We had a lot of success with it. 
In a lot of ways, we are looking at this as a new season and a new 
opportunity to start fresh again. We are going to go with that." 

Matthews, Marner, John Tavares and William Nylander were a 
formidable quartet last season on the power play, but new assistant 
coach Manny Malhotra split up the core four to start this season. The 
two-headed monster approach worked well at first and Toronto owned 
the second best conversion rate in the NHL through March 3.  

Ahead of Sunday's practice, the team reviewed video of the positive 
early-season plays. What stood out?   

"Just moving the puck quicker, getting more shots, just playing with a lot 
of confidence," defenceman Morgan Rielly observed. "Here in this playoff 
run, it's like a new season for us and a clean slate so we're going to start 
well and start moving the puck, start shooting and hopefully start 
capitalizing." 

Here's how the units looked at practice:  

Rasmus Sandin 

Matthews - Joe Thornton - Marner  

Hyman  

Rielly  

Jason Spezza - Tavares - Nylander  

Wayne Simmonds  

It was in early March that things started going south for the power play. In 
the final 32 games of the season, the Leafs converted on just six of 78 
chances while allowing five shorthanded goals. In an attempt to get back 
on track, Toronto used the old stacked unit down the stretch.   

"We haven't seen the last of the look we have been using with the four 
guys together," Keefe said. "Not unlike what we did at the start of the 
season, we had two balanced units and yet, within each game, we also 
used that group as well. We just want to give ourselves increased options 
as we go into a playoff series where there is going to be a lot of back-
and-forth happening." 

Sandin, who missed the final three games of the regular season due to 
the team's tight salary cap situation, may help change the dynamic on the 
Matthews-Marner unit.  

What makes Sandin an effective power-play quarterback?  

"A lot of it is poise to not panic under pressure in tight spaces, 
awareness, and the fact that his head is always up which allows him to 
make better decisions in terms of when to move the puck, where to move 
the puck, and when it’s time to shoot it," Keefe said. "He has a great 
confidence about him. As a young player, he has the confidence to make 
the proper decision at the appropriate time." 

The 21-year-old Sandin was with the Leafs in the bubble last summer, 
but didn't play in the series against Columbus. He will be making his 
Stanley Cup playoff debut on Thursday.  

After stacked unit struggled, Leafs revert to balanced approach on the 
power play 
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After a stacked Leafs power play unit struggled, Sheldon Keefe is 
reverting back to a more balanced approach. Keefe saying it's something 
they would have gone to earlier had Hyman been available, but looks at 
the playoffs as a new opportunity and a fresh start. 

Like on Tuesday (practice) and Friday (game-day skate), Riley Nash 
skated on a line with Alex Kerfoot and Ilya Mikheyev. The 32-year-old 
centre will make his Leafs debut in Game 1 against the Canadiens.  

"We are going to get him involved right away and just rely on the fact that 
he is a very smart player, a very experienced guy — in the NHL and in 
the playoffs, in particular — and trust that he is going to fit right in," Keefe 
explained.  

Acquired from Columbus ahead of the trade deadline, Nash has been 
sidelined with a knee sprain since April 4.  

"The fact that our regular season got pushed back a little bit — and thus 
the playoffs got pushed back a little bit — has helped his cause in terms 
of being ready and available at the start here," Keefe pointed out.  

Nash has been on the team that has eliminated the Leafs in two of the 
last three seasons.  

"He's definitely a player that we're familiar playing against and he did a 
really good job against us in years past," said Hyman. "We all know how 
strong defensively he is and how much he's relied on."  

"It gives us options," said Keefe. "I really like that, especially in the 
defensive zone with those responsibilities, and with penalty killing. With 
the experience that he has and the skill set that he has with his ability to 
be really responsible and consistent defensively, I think it brings a 
different look and a different option within our bottom six. I really like 
that." 

Nash partnered with Nick Foligno, his teammate in Columbus, on the 
penalty kill during special teams work.  

Right-shot defenceman Zach Bogosian returned to practice in a red no-
contact sweater on Sunday skating with teammates for the first time 
since suffering a shoulder injury on April 20.  

"It is a very good sign," said Keefe. "I haven't gotten the report of how it 
all went medically from their side, but just from what I saw, he looked 
good and was doing a lot. He was eager to be out there with the team 
today. That is a good sign. He will just continue to progress. We certainly 
think he will be an option in this series." 

Bogosian is one of only two players on the Leafs roster with a Stanley 
Cup ring with the other being defenceman Jake Muzzin. So, his mere 
presence on the ice and in the room is expected to benefit the group.  

"You look at guys who have experienced winning the Cup, whether that 
be Bogo or Muzz, and how special that is and just the way their face 
lights up when they talk about it," said Rielly, "as a player you want that 
experience. As a person, that's what you chase your whole life." 

Leafs Ice Chips: Nash set to debut in Game 1; Bogosian returns to 
practice 

Zach Bogosian has been out recently due to a shoulder injury, but there 
may be a possibility that he will be able to comeback in time to play 
against Montreal. In the meantime, Riley Nash will make his Leafs debut 
in Game 1 against Montreal. TSN's Mark Masters has more on 
Bogosian's condition and Nash's debut. 

Thornton (1,680 GP) is hoping to become the third NHL player to win his 
first championship after skating in 1,500 or more regular-season games. 
The only two to do it so far are Ray Bourque (1,612 GP) and Dave 
Andreychuk (1,597 GP). 

Upon signing in Toronto, Thornton said he made the move from San 
Jose because he needed to win a Stanley Cup.  

"Everybody should have that chance," the 41-year-old said. “We have a 
chance right now so that’s all you want ... We’ve been very consistent all 

year long. We’re an extremely deep team. This is a hungry team and 
we're really look forward what comes ahead."  

No one looked hungrier down the stretch than Thornton, who is gearing 
up for his 18th post-season campaign in the NHL. He's suited up in 179 
playoff games since breaking into the league in 1997.  

"One of the best of his generation so as his teammate you just want to 
support him," said Rielly. "He's a guy who's had his chances and ... a 
great career and just wants to cap it off. A lot easier said than done, but 
we got a lot of guys who are going to work hard for him and each other 
and we're going to go on a push here."   

The Leafs' roster actually includes two of the 12 active NHL players, who 
have played 1,000 or more career regular-season games without winning 
a Stanley Cup. Jason Spezza (1,177 GP) is also on that list.  

"They are guys who have given so much to the game," said Keefe. "It is 
not lost on the group for sure, but it is an unspoken thing. That is what 
you play for, right? The opportunity to give everybody that moment with 
the Stanley Cup. It is such a special thing and such a difficult thing to 
achieve. You are playing not just for yourself, but the right to give those 
experiences and memories to your teammates, your family and your 
friends. It is bigger than just yourself." 

'Everybody should have that chance': Thornton's Cup quest resonates 
with Leafs 

When Joe Thornton signed in Toronto he stated that he 'needed' to win a 
Stanley Cup. As the Leafs prepare for their playoff series against 
Montreal, Thornton was asked why he felt that way when signing saying 
that 'everybody should have that chance'. The 41-year old's drive 
resonated heavily with the team. 

Keefe officially named Jack Campbell the Game 1 starter. The 29-year-
old earned the chance by going 17-3-2 with a .921 save percentage in a 
breakthrough regular season.  

"Really, just the results he has gotten for us both in wins and saves, the 
confidence he has built for himself and in turn the confidence our team 
has in him," Keefe said in explaining the decision. "He has done a terrific 
job. That is his part of it." 

Campbell will be making his Stanley Cup playoff debut, but doesn't 
expect any stage fright.  

"If anything it will just be even more exciting," he said after Friday's game 
in Winnipeg. "I already enjoy playing the game as it is. It's just so fun to 
play in the NHL and the next step is the playoffs so ... I'll be ready to go 
and just embracing the opportunity." 

Due to a nagging knee injury, Frederik Andersen has only played one 
NHL game since March 19. He stopped 24 of 28 shots in his return to the 
Leafs crease on Wednesday in Ottawa.  

"The other part of it is just the circumstances surrounding Fred," Keefe 
noted. "He hasn't played. In that time, Jack has played extremely well. 
He is definitely deserving of the opportunity to be in Game 1." 

Andersen has started all 25 of Toronto's playoff games over the last four 
seasons.  

"Obviously, it is a tough decision that we had to make here," Keefe said. 
"With Frederik, he has been a big part of our team and has been the guy 
in the playoffs. The circumstances around him make it a tough decision 
as it relates to Fred, but obviously, it’s not an overly difficult decision as it 
relates to Jack and the effort he has put in." 

'He's deserving of the opportunity': Campbell named Game 1 starter for 
Leafs 

Jack Campbell will get the start in the Leafs' first game against Montreal, 
Sheldon Keefe saying that not only has he earned it but the statistics 
back up the choice as well. Keefe adding that Campbell adds a level of 
depth and confidence that benefits the team. 
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Sunday's workout was the first of three full practices the team will hold 
before Game 1 against Montreal.  

"Offensive pace was the focus today," said defenceman Justin Holl. "Just 
trying to work on our quick strikes and getting pucks to the net. That was 
the main emphasis."  

The Leafs will hold another full skate on Monday and Wednesday while 
Tuesday is scheduled to be a day off.  

Lines at Sunday's practice:  

Hyman - Matthews - Marner 

Foligno - Tavares - Nylander  

Kerfoot - Nash - Mikheyev  

Thornton - Spezza - Simmonds  

Galchenyuk, Engvall, Brooks  

Rielly - Brodie  

Muzzin - Holl  

Sandin - Dermott  

Hollowell, Bogosian  

Campbell  

Andersen 

Rittich 
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TSN.CA / Campbell to get start in net, Nash on track to make Leafs 
debut in Game 1 

 

By Kristen Shilton 

 

TORONTO - The Maple Leafs’ net still belongs to Jack Campbell. 

Coach Sheldon Keefe named Campbell as Toronto’s starter for Game 1 
of its upcoming first-round playoff series against Montreal, which opens 
on Thursday.  

That clarity dismisses any notion that Frederik Andersen’s recent return 
from a two-month long absence nursing a knee injury would unseat 
Campbell from the starting role he’s carried most of this season.  

“[Campbell’s] done a terrific job,” Keefe told reporters on Sunday. “Just 
with his results that he’s gotten for us, both in wins and saves, and in the 
confidence that he's built for himself and then in turn, the confidence that 
our team has him. That's his part of it, and the other part of it is the 
circumstances surrounding Fred. Fred hasn't played and in that time Jack 
has played extremely well so he's definitely deserving of the opportunity 
to be in Game 1.” 

Campbell is 17-3-2 for the Leafs this season, with a .921 save 
percentage and 2.15 goals-against average. The 29-year-old started the 
year on a historic 11-0-0 run and positioned himself as Toronto’s go-to 
goalie after Andersen was felled by a recurring knee problem on March 
20. 

Andersen was shut down until earlier this month, when he played a game 
and a half for the American Hockey League’s Toronto Marlies. The 
netminder made 46 saves on 52 shots during his conditioning stint and 
graduated to start in Toronto’s penultimate regular season game against 

Ottawa. Andersen stopped 24 of 28 shots in the 4-3 overtime loss, and 
finished the year with a 13-8-3 record, .895 save percentage and 2.96 
goals-against average. 

This is Andersen’s fifth season now with the Leafs, and he’s started all 25 
playoff games over that stretch with a 10-14-0 record. But despite that 
history, and the fact Andersen proved he was physically healthy enough 
to play in this postseason too, Keefe didn’t hesitate in who to tap as 
Toronto’s starter moving forward.  

“It [was] a tough decision as it relates to Fred, but not an overly difficult 
decision as it relates to Jack and the effort that he's put in,” Keefe said. 
“Frederik has been a big part of our team and has been the guy in the 
playoffs. But [now] to have that confidence and support underneath Jack 
with someone of Frederik's ability and experience [is great] for our depth 
and the confidence in our goaltending has grown significantly here.” 

The Leafs’ blueline depth could also get a boost shortly in the form of 
Zach Bogosian. The veteran has been out since April 20 with a shoulder 
injury and appeared at practice on Sunday for the first time since then.  

Bogosian wore a red non-contact sweater for the session, but there’s 
reason to believe he might not need it for long.  

“We'll just continue to progress, but I certainly think he'll be an option in 
the [Montreal] series,” Keefe said. “It’s a very good sign for us to have 
him on the ice here today. I haven't gotten the report of how it all went 
medically but just from what I saw, he looked good and was doing a lot 
and was eager to be out there with the team.” 

Also on the road to recovery has been forward Riley Nash. Toronto 
acquired the veteran via trade from Columbus in April, but a sprained 
knee has so far stalled his Leafs’ debut.  

That will change for playoff time. Because Toronto’s schedule was 
extended due to the Vancouver Canucks’ Covid-19 outbreak in March, 
Nash had extra time to heal. And now that the Leafs and Canadiens will 
be among the last NHL teams to start their postseason series, Nash has 
used those extras days to get up to speed on the ice.  

Keefe currently has Nash slotted onto the third line with Ilya Mikheyev 
and Alex Kerfoot. Toronto’s coach is counting on Nash’s 578 games of 
regular season experience - plus 32 more in the playoffs - to make up for 
any lack of familiarity he might feel in the Leafs’ lineup early on. 

“We're going to get him involved right away and just rely upon the fact 
that he's a very smart player, very experienced guy in the NHL and the 
playoffs in particular,” Keefe said. “You trust that he's going to be able to 
fit right in. And with the skill set he has in terms of his ability to just be 
very responsible and consistent defensively, that brings a different look 
and a different option within our bottom-six and I really like that.” 

One last change the Leafs are trying out this week in practice in new 
power play groups. Toronto has been abysmal on the man advantage for 
weeks, sitting 30th in the NHL at 5-for-73 (6.9 per cent) since March 11. 
That stretch has been so poor, the Leafs’ power play has actually given 
up as many goals to the other team shorthanded as its scored (5).  

To try and ignite things, Keefe disassembled his usual top unit of Auston 
Matthews, Mitch Marner, John Tavares, William Nylander and Morgan 
Rielly to create two new groups. Now it’s Rasmus Sandin with Matthews, 
Marner, Joe Thornton and Zach Hyman, and then Rielly with Tavares, 
Nylander, Jason Spezza and Wayne Simmonds.  

Toronto still has at least two more practice days before Thursday’s Game 
1 to get things straight, but Keefe had hoped to originally use these units 
last month before Hyman sprained his MCL on April 18. Better late than 
never, though. 

“We just wanted to give that a look,” Keefe said of the changes. “It's 
something that we went to at the start of training camp and the regular 
season, had a lot of success with it, and in a lot of ways we're looking at 
[playoffs] as a new season, a new opportunity to start fresh again. We 
haven't seen the last of [those big] four guys together. We just want to 
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give ourselves increased options as we go into a playoff series where 
there's going to be a lot of back and forth happening.” 
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