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How the Canes’ Alex Nedeljkovic is making the most of his playoff shot. ‘He was a stud.’  

By Chip Alexander  

Alex Nedeljkovic dipped his head as the Carolina Hurricanes 
starting lineup was being announced Wednesday at PNC 
Arena, his long, black hair tumbling down below his chin. For 
a few seconds, he was a young man alone with his thoughts 
in the crease. 

After the national anthem was played, the head jerked back. 
So did the flow. On firmly went the goalie mask, like a 
medieval knight positioning his helmet for battle. 

The guys they call “Ned” was ready. Bring it on. 

Some in the NHL probably have scoffed when it’s said 
Nedeljkovic should be a strong candidate for the Calder 
Trophy as NHL rookie of the year. Many of those skeptics — 
and there are many — might have been watching 
Wednesday as Nedeljkovic turned back all 32 Nashville 
shots for the Canes in a 3-0 shutout of the Predators in 
Game 2 of their Stanley Cup series. 

“He was a stud tonight,” defenseman Brady Skjei said. “He 
was phenomenal.” 

In the Canes’ practices leading up to the start of the first-
round series, Petr Mrazek appeared to the goalie working the 
so-called starter’s crease. But when the time came to name 
a starter for Game 1, it was Nedeljkovic. 

Nedeljkovic appeared to fight the puck early in Monday’s 
game, even though he would later dispute that assertion. But 
by game’s end, he was the winner with 22 rather mundane 
saves in the Canes’ 5-2 victory.  

Back in the net Wednesday, Nedeljkovic has never looked 
calmer or more positionally sound. He wasn’t fighting 
anything. He made the hard saves and the easy ones as the 
Preds pressed, and stopped shots that might have looked 
harmless unless you’re the guy with the mask on working the 
crease. 

With the Canes leading 1-0 five minutes into the third period, 
Nedeljkovic flashed his glove to snatch a bullet of a shot from 
the slot by the Preds’ Luke Kunin. It stayed 1-0 until the final 
minute of regulation, when Sebastian Aho and then Warren 
Foegele scored for the Canes to ice it. 

“There’s nothing like a close game, a tense game, the whole 
time from the first puck drop to the final buzzer,” Nedeljkovic 
said. “Everybody was on the edge of their seat. The next 
shot, you never know what could happen. It could be a hit, it 
could be a broken stick, just whatever could change the tide 
of the game. That’s the beauty of the game.” 

Nedeljkovic, wearing a black shirt with “Prove It” on the front, 
gave it the “just-another-game” kind of treatment afterward in 
his media interview, but the 25-year-old from Parma, Ohio, 
knows better. In a season that began with the goalie being 
placed on waivers by the Canes, and not claimed by anyone, 
there he was Wednesday sitting on the bench, named the 
game’s first star as Canes fans chanted “Ned! Ned!”  

Two playoff starts, two playoff wins. And the second a 
shutout? That’s more than “another game.” 

Nedeljkovic has confidence  

“His confidence sticks out the most for me,” Skjei said. “He’s 
not cocky or arrogant. He just carries himself with that 
confidence you need to be a goalie. He’s playing great right 
now.” 

In truth, there were many “first stars” Wednesday for the 
Canes, who will take their 2-0 lead in the best-of-seven 
series to Nashville for the next two games. With defenseman 
Jaccob Slavin a scratch because of a lower-body injury, the 
minutes were many for Skjei and defenseman Brett Pesce, 
who each played about 28 in the game. 

“There were a lot of sacrifices,” Nedeljkovic said. “Guys were 
blocking shots, guys were diving to make plays, to get pucks 
out. It wasn’t our best but it was a really gutsy effort.” 

There were seven Predators power plays, and the Canes did 
all the necessary penalty-killing work, starting in net with 
Nedeljkovic. 

“You can tell he has confidence between the pipes,” said 
Aho, who scored the first goal in Game 2 on a first-period 
power play. “Obviously, we talked about the PK, and the 
defensive game overall, and it starts with the hot goalie. 
We’ve got the confidence to put the pressure on their 
players. We know if they make a play, Ned will bail us out.” 

The Canes have the 2-0 lead in the series but it will be 
different the next two games. They’ll be in Bridgestone 
Arena, with a loud crowd urging on the Predators, who have 
been a combative bunch but now have tested Nedeljkovic 
with 56 shots in two games and gotten two pucks past him. 

“It’s huge when you have a hot goalie,” Aho said. “It’s just fun 
to watch him play right now.” 

Carolina Hurricanes vs Nashville Predators 

What: Game 3, Stanley Cup playoff first-round series. 

When: Friday, 7 p.m. 

Where: Bridgestone Arena, Nashville, Tenn. 

TV: BSSO (Bally)
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How did the Predators’ Erik Haula become Public Enemy No. 56 against his former team?  

By Luke DeCock  

Erik Haula started Game 2 the way he finished Game 1: 
Resuming a running debate with Martin Necas after the 
whistle, then later drawing a retaliation penalty on Sebastian 
Aho to give the Nashville Predators one of their seven power 
plays Wednesday night. 

Whether Haula intended to go into this series as the 
Predators’ primary antagonist against his former team or not, 
that’s the way things have turned out. For chunks of the 
Carolina Hurricanes’ 3-0 win, Haula was booed not only 
when he had the puck but merely when he stepped on the 
ice. 

“That booing and yelling, all those things, honestly I love it,” 
Haula said after Game 1. 

But now that he has, it’s worth looking back heading into 
Friday’s Game 3 in Nashville at Haula’s departure from the 
Hurricanes last season, and where all the acrimony -- on 
both sides -- that has bubbled to the surface on the ice in this 
series actually arose. 

“There’s a big reason Erik Haula was traded,” Bally Sports 
South analyst Shane Willis said during Wednesday’s 
broadcast. “It’s not because of his skill. I’ll leave it at that.” 

A trade acquisition during the summer of 2019, Haula had a 
productive start to his Hurricanes career before he was 
slowed by a persistent knee injury. As the trade deadline 
approached, and Haula’s ice time dwindled, the Hurricanes 
made it clear they were not interested in offering the 
impending free agent a new contract. The circumstances led 
to at least one shouting match in a back hallway of the 
dressing room during a media access period. 

Amid concerns over Haula’s fit in the dressing room, the 
Hurricanes included him in the deadline trade with the 
Florida Panthers for center Vincent Trocheck, a flat-out steal 
of a deal that in recent history ranks only behind the grand 
larceny that was Nino Niederreiter for Victor Rask. Haula 
ended up signing with the Predators this season on a cut-
rate $1.75 million, one-year deal. 

In an interview Thursday, Willis elaborated on his comments 
about Haula, whose skill level Willis said he admires. 

“I always go back to what Rod (Brind’Amour) wants in the 
locker room,” Willis said. “He just wasn’t one of those guys. 
That’s just how I was commenting on it. When you look at a 
room of guys like (Jordan) Staal, (Brett) Pesce, (Jaccob) 
Slavin and their attitudes, it just doesn’t work.” 

Conversely, it would be easy to see why Haula might harbor 
bad feelings about not being offered a new contract, not to 
mention the kind of residual gripes with former teammates 
that tend to be quickly forgotten only to resurface during a 
playoff series. 

Whether Haula’s antagonistic behavior in Game 1 set off the 
home fans or they were picking up on his former teammates’ 
apparent dislike for him on the ice -- and there were plenty of 
words exchanged after the whistle, without any smiles -- the 

Finnish center has certainly embraced the role of pantomime 
villain in the series. 

“I must be doing something right,” Haula said. 

As Brind’Amour said earlier this week, “(Haula) can handle 
that. I think he likes that.” 

*extreme chuck amato voice* discipline 

While there was no question the Predators goaded the 
officials into two of the seven penalties that went against the 
Hurricanes and led to Nashville power plays on Wednesday, 
Brind’Amour was unhappy that the Predators goaded the 
Hurricanes into those kinds of retaliation plays at all. 

In the NHL, as in fights between siblings, it’s always the 
second guy that gets caught. 

“We don’t want to get involved in all that stuff,” Brind’Amour 
said. “It opens up, whether you think they’re penalties or not, 
embellishment or not, it opens up to have that be called. 
You’ve got to take a cheap shot. You just have to. We didn’t 
tonight. We wanted to give it back and those were the ones 
getting called. You can’t get engaged in that kind of stuff. It 
just doesn’t help.” 

Still, there was clearly some frustration over an 18-12 penalty 
differential in favor of the visiting team through two games, 
not the way it usually works in the postseason. That remains 
an area to watch because there have been times where the 
Hurricanes let concerns with the officiating affect their focus, 
at times during the Washington Capitals series in 2019 and 
certainly in both of the recent series with the Boston Bruins. 
They maintained their composure in Game 1 against 
Nashville; they were less successful in Game 2. 

Man disadvantage advantage 

Then again, none of that mattered thanks to the penalty kill 
that is now 10-for-10 in the series and, while shorthanded, 
outchanced the Predators’ power play Wednesday night. 
That’s not out of the norm for an attacking, aggressive PK 
unit that ranked third in the league and scored seven short-
handed goals in the 56-game regular season. 

The Hurricanes nearly had their first of the postseason but 
Juuse Saros was able to stop a Aho breakaway and deny 
Trocheck on a two-on-one. 

“The way I like to play PK is puck pressure, and sometimes 
there’s bounces, and it doesn’t matter if it’s PK, PP, five-on-
five, if there’s a breakaway chance I’m going for it,” Aho said. 
“I guess it just happens. It’s not something I’m thinking about 
when I’m out there, that I’ve got to get the breakaway on PK, 
no. It’s from the puck pressure and sometimes you get little 
lucky bounces.” 

Hurricanes vs. Predators 

What: Game 3, Stanley Cup playoff first-round series. 

When: Friday, 7 p.m. 

Where: Bridgestone Arena, Nashville, Tenn. 

TV: BSSO (Bally)
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The Canes playoff game is away Friday night, and these bars want you to come watch  

By Drew Jackson  

There’s a siren in Raleigh bar Backyard Bistro that blares a 
joyous blare whenever the Carolina Hurricanes score a goal.  

It’s not PNC Arena, which sits across the street, but it’s 
close.  

Through a mix of proximity and passion, Backyard Bistro is 
one of the Triangle’s few bars devoted to hockey, hanging 
jerseys from the rafters and in normal years hosting weekly 
interview shows with players.  

“We’re definitely a Canes bar,” owner Joe Lumbrazo said. 
“Locals, regulars, this is their pre-game spot and their post-
game spot.” 

A year largely without bars also meant a year largely without 
sports bars, those beer-slinging satellite spaces where 
fandom is sacred. The COVID-19 pandemic canceled or 
diminished some of the most popular sporting events of the 
year, including 2020 March Madness. Restrictions on 
restaurants limited capacity and prohibited screaming and 
crying with strangers over game-winning goals.  

Last week, though, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention made new recommendations saying vaccinated 
adults could mostly be maskless in public. North Carolina 
Gov. Roy Cooper followed suit, easing restrictions and mask-
wearing.  

For Lumbrazo, that meant the playoffs might feel like the 
playoffs.  

“When the Canes started playing, you could feel the 
momentum and more people coming out,” Lubrazo said 
about the start of hockey season. “Now the timing is great.” 

Usually on playoff nights, there’s a line at the door, Lubrazo 
said. This year, he was just happy to see patrons in Canes 
gear, filing in by the early afternoon ahead of the Canes’ first 
game Monday night.  

“We’re excited,” Lubrazo said. “We’re a family over here.” 

Lucky B’s, a Raleigh bar owned by former Canes player 
Bates Battaglia for more than a decade, also carries the 
hockey bar mantle. The Glenwood-district bar has been 
largely shuttered for the past year, as North Carolina’s 
COVID restrictions kept it closed, pushing sales down by 
80%. Battaglia said the latest easing has started to bring 
more patrons out, turning a timid scene into a watch party. 

“With a sports town like this, people are nuts about their 
teams,” Battaglia said. “Hockey is growing in this area like 
crazy. It’s nice to finally get some people in here. People are 
excited abut the ease of restrictions.” 

At Tobacco Road in Raleigh, tables had been set up along 
the bar for more than a year, blocking it off and spacing 
people out to satisfy social distancing guidelines. Over the 
weekend, owner Alex Amra removed the tables, and the bar 
was once again a bar.  

“We’re delighted to fully open,” Amra said. “We’re welcoming 
people back with open arms.” 

The Canes are in Nashville, Tennessee on Friday night for 
Game 3 of their playoff series — the first outside Raleigh. 
These are some of the top bars for fans to watch. 

Backyard Bistro 

1235 Hurricane Alley Way, Raleigh. 919-851-6203 or 
backyardbistro.com. 

One of the most Cane-crazy bars in the Triangle, running 
game-day drink specials and showing the game indoors and 
on the patio.  

Bull McCabe’s Irish Pub 

427 W. Main St., Durham. 919-682-3061 or 
bullmccabesirishpub.com 

Always one of the great Triangle spots to catch a game, Bull 
McCabe’s is still easing into normalcy. The Canes game will 
be projected on a large outdoor screen, but patio seating is 
still capped at 50%. There is, however, a large grassy space 
with plenty of picnic tables.  

Burial 

500 E. Davie St., #170, Raleigh. 919-617-1314 or 
burialbeer.com/location/dtr 

This is not a sports bar, but the Raleigh taproom of the 
popular Asheville brewery always has the Canes game on, 
plus some of the best beer in the state.  

Carolina Ale House 

500 Glenwood Ave., Suite 300, Raleigh. 919-835-2222 or 
carolinaalehouse.com 

This Glenwood location of the poplar taphouse chain is often 
the spot for away game watch parties.  

Lucky B’s 

609 Tucker St., Raleigh. 919-833-1310 or luckybsbar.com 

Co-owned by former Canes player Bates Battaglia and his 
brother Anthony, Lucky’s will show the game on a large 
outdoor screen.  

Raleigh Beer Garden 

614 Glenwood Ave., Raleigh. 919-324-3415 or 
theraleighbeergarden.com. 

The largest bar in Raleigh is actually three different bars, 
each one will have the game on.  

Tobacco Road 

505 W. Jones St., Raleigh. 919-301-8793 or 
tobaccoroadsportscafe.com 

280 S. Mangum St., Durham. 919-937-9909 

This pair of Triangle bars boast some of the largest TVs 
around. The Durham patio looks out onto the Durham Bulls 
field, so you could snag a home run ball in your beer.
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The secret of the Hurricanes’ ‘power kill’: How Carolina makes its penalty kill look more like 
a power play 

By Sara Civian and Shayna Goldman 

The near-constant stoppages in Game 2 of the Carolina 
Hurricanes’ first-round series against the Predators were 
pretty annoying for those who enjoy the usual pace of playoff 
hockey. But for those who enjoy a good penalty kill, what 
followed those stoppages was about as good as it gets. 

When you combine quick skill and an active defense, it turns 
out a penalty kill can be almost as exciting as a power play. 

The Canes managed to escape with a 3-0 win in the game 
despite taking a total of seven penalties. Actually, “escaped” 
may not be the right word. The Canes’ kill out-chanced the 
Predators’ power play 5-4, according to Natural Stat Trick.  

Mind you, Carolina did this without Jaccob Slavin, one of its 
top penalty killers. In the regular season, he played 52 
percent of the available penalty-kill minutes, second only to 
Brett Pesce. 

If you’ve watched the Canes at all these past two seasons, 
you saw this coming. Coach Rod Brind’Amour deploys stars 
like Sebastian Aho, Teuvo Teravainen and Martin Necas 
alongside classic penalty-killer types like Pesce, Brock 
McGinn and Jordan Staal, and it yields results like 
Wednesday night’s win. 

But how do you balance the risk of creating offense with the 
reality of being down a man and preventing the other team 
from scoring? 

“You just … I don’t know,” said Aho, trying to explain 
something that somehow comes so naturally to him. “I think 
it’s more, you try to not let them score a goal, right? The way 
I like to play PK is puck pressure, and sometimes there’s 
chances, and it doesn’t matter — if it’s PP, PK, five-on-five, if 
there’s a breakaway chance I’m going for it. It happens. 

“It’s not something I’m thinking about when I’m out there, that 
I’ve got to get the breakaway on the PK. It’s from the puck 
pressure, and sometimes you get a little lucky bounce.” 

The Hurricanes are now a perfect 10-for-10 killing penalties 
in the playoffs — by far the best in the field — carrying over a 
trend that started in the regular season, when they had the 
No. 3 unit in the league, at 85.2 percent (26 power-play goals 
against in 176 times shorthanded). 

The raw percentages are impressive, but they also only 
scratch the surface of what Carolina’s doing. Let’s dive into 
some video and regular-season data to get a better 
understanding of how the Hurricanes’ penalty kill actively 
won them Game 2. 

To start, penalty-kill percentage is correlated to goaltending, 
and a team with stability in net can mask chaos in front of it. 

Carolina’s netminders stopped almost 89 percent of the 
shots sent on net, which puts them fifth in the league. That’s 
a key strength that contributed to the team’s success on the 
kill this season. But what went on in front of the crease was 
equally notable.  

According to the public work of Arik Parnass, who is now an 
analyst for the Colorado Avalanche, the objective of a power 
play is to bring the puck into the offensive zone, maintain 
pressure there and quickly get set in formation to start 
generating chances. That’s what sets up a high conversion 
rate.  

The Hurricanes’ counter-attack strategy works to disrupt 
that.  

Throughout the regular season, and already through two 
games against Nashville, Carolina has shown the ability to 
pressure opponents’ entry attempts on the power play. 
According to Corey Sznajder’s regular-season tracking, the 
Predators are just below average at entering the zone with 
possession on the power play and setting up after a 
controlled entry, but they’ve also had quite a few chances to 
try to improve on that in the postseason, with 10 power plays 
in two games.  

The Predators managed just one carry-in on 11 entry 
attempts through three power-play opportunities in Game 1. 
That was once again key in Game 2. The Hurricanes took 
seven penalties and successfully broke up numerous entry 
attempts, forcing them to regroup and retry to enter the zone 
as time ticked off the clock.  

“I think all the guys on the PK did a great job,” Brady Skjei 
said. “The number one star is probably Ned. He was a stud 
tonight. To have a good PK you need your goaltender 
playing well, and he was phenomenal tonight. Lot of credit to 
him, and the other guys that killed off those penalties 
tonight.” 

The Hurricanes allowed a league-low 72.95 shot attempts 
against per 60 while shorthanded this season. Some teams’ 
strategies revolve around diving in front of shots and 
blocking as much as possible. Blocks, though, can just be 
reactionary to being out of positioning and rushing to give a 
goaltender support. But even when taking blocks out of the 
equation, Carolina still leads the league in unblocked 
attempts against (54.75 per 60 minutes).  

Stopping your opponent from creating a high quantity of 
shots is an ideal strategy as long as the shots that trickle 
through aren’t consistently from high-danger areas. That’s an 
area where the Hurricanes were solid in years past but still 
had room for improvement. This season, they’ve taken their 
shorthanded defense to the next level and jumped out as 
one of the best teams at limiting quantity and quality.  



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 21, 2021 

 

Expected goal models, which assign a value to every 
unblocked attempt based on factors including shot type, 
distance, angle and whether it was a rebound or second-
chance opportunity, can be used as a proxy for shot quality. 
As the chart above shows, Carolina has trended in the right 
direction both relative to years past and the rest of the 
league in limiting expected goals against on the penalty kill. 
Their shorthanded defense, in terms of expected goal rate 
against, is 26 percent stronger than the league average.  

The HockeyViz heat map below helps show scoring-chance 
suppression in purple. Very little is allowed in the “scoring 
areas” in the home plate in front of the net. Most shots are 
forced to the outside, as shown in orange and brown tones.  

While the penalty kill emphasizes defense, some teams have 
been more innovative with their tactics. Instead of going into 
a shell against an opponent’s top offensive players, some 
kills opt to push back with a more aggressive approach, or, 
as coined by the work of Mike Pfeil and Meghan Hall, a 
“power kill.”  

Pfeil’s work on power kills emphasized time management 
and teams being proactive while down a player. It stresses 
the need for being opportunistic on trigger points such as 
forcing turnovers and jumping on bouncing pucks.  

This is where the Hurricanes shine. Not only do they 
pressure and break up zone entries, but they are one of the 
better teams at stripping opponents of the puck while 
shorthanded, with 41 takeaways, the fifth-most by any team 
in the regular season.  

Hall’s work in 2019 pointed to teams trending toward a 
proactive approach, with more offensive creation while 
shorthanded. The Hurricanes took a step back in 2017-18, 
before trending back up in 2018-19.  

Since then, the Hurricanes have only increased their 
offensive output on the penalty kill, and they have become 
one of the best teams in the league at generating shots while 
shorthanded. This season, they ranked second in shot 
generation with 19.46 per 60 minutes, and most aren’t 
getting blocked along the way (second-best unblocked shot 
rate of 18.2 per 60). To measure shot quality, those 
unblocked attempts equate to 1.24 expected goals per 60 
(fourth in the league), which exceeded their actual results 
(1.04 per 60).  

With an emphasis on offense, it may seem like there’s more 
risk of conceding shots. Matt Cane, now of the New Jersey 
Devils, analyzed the idea of risk versus reward on the 
penalty kill back in 2013-14. While he only studied one 
season of data and couldn’t make sweeping conclusions as 
a result, he found that teams that emphasized offensive 
creation while shorthanded had better results. Cane also 
found that producing offense on the penalty kill didn’t 
correlate to conceded more shots or goals against.  

The Hurricanes defense isn’t suffering because of their 
offense this year. The risk of pushing the pace of play is 
rewarding them on both ends of the ice. They’re one of the 
leading teams at both generating offense and suppressing it 
in terms of shot volume and quality.  

Much of the offensive boost can be attributed to who is 
playing on the penalty kill. As Hall and Alison Lukan explored 

last year, teams are increasingly adding more offensively 
inclined players to their shorthanded units. Lukan also looked 
at which teams are using their top forwards on the penalty kill 
this past season.  

For the Hurricanes, McGinn and Staal play the highest 
percentage of shorthanded ice time of their forward group — 
about 39 percent of the available minutes. Both have solid 
offensive impacts while shorthanded, but they really shine for 
their defensive efforts. Staal has one of the stronger 
defensive impacts among penalty-killing forwards in the 
league, in terms of both quality and quantity against, as 
measured by Evolving-Hockey’s special teams Regularized 
Adjusted Plus Minus.  

“He’s all over the place on the PK,” Teuvo Teravainen said. 

Sometimes, top forwards don’t see as many, or any, 
shorthanded minutes. It doesn’t always mean that they 
wouldn’t thrive in that situation, but it helps avoid overloading 
players when their time is better spent elsewhere. In 
Carolina’s case, the team has the depth that allows it to lean 
on others without stretching the minutes of its top players 
any more than necessary. Aho, for example, already plays a 
key role in every situation. But he doesn’t have to absorb top 
minutes on the penalty kill; he sees about 29 percent of the 
available ice time.  

While Teravainen was out for much of the season, he saw 
time alongside Necas. Aho and Necas (as well as 
Teravainen in his limited regular-season shorthanded 
appearances), have some of the best offensive impacts on 
the penalty kill this season. 

“Playing on the PK actually helps (get a feel for the game),” 
Necas said. “Even if you’re only out there for a little bit, you 
get on the ice and get the momentum of the game. 
Sometimes you get chances as well. For sure it helps me. I 
like to play PK.” 

This duo became one of the league’s best at creating shots, 
scoring chances and goals while shorthanded. And they 
don’t allow much against either.  

“I think overall, special teams are a huge part of the game 
these days,” Aho said. “Obviously the PK gives you some 
confidence if you can kill some big moments, kill some 
momentum from the other team.” 

Now with Teravainen healthy, the Hurricanes have yet 
another dangerous player to deploy. One of their strengths is 
how many forwards can be trusted to play shorthanded 
minutes. Jordan Martinook, Jesper Fast, Warren Foegele 
and Vincent Trocheck all do, along with Teravainen, Necas, 
Aho, McGinn and Staal. So far this series, the Predators 
have yet to convert on 10 power-play opportunities. Scoring 
on the man advantage wasn’t a strength in the regular 
season either; they clicked at just 17.6 percent (23rd in the 
league) and were a bottom-10 team in offensive generation. 
While they created some net-front shots, they’re mostly held 
out of the scoring areas and shoot from the outside.  

Between the first two playoff games and regular-season 
matchups, there’s more than enough tape for the Predators 
to learn more about their opponent’s approach as the series 
shifts back to Nashville. But even with tactical tweaks, it’ll be 
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tough for any team to exploit the Hurricanes’ “power killing” 
approach that’s been a highlight of their game all season. 

“They force you to be able to make plays under pressure and 
quick ones,” Nashville coach John Hynes said. “We have to 

do a better job getting into the zone, and we have to do a 
better job of making that next play to stop the pressure. If 
you do that, then you’re going to be a little bit more 
successful.”

 

NHL power rankings: Our updated 1-16 rankings after Week 1, plus dogs in sunglasses 

By Sean Gentille and Dom Luszczyszyn 

We said we’d never change the intro to The Athletic’s NHL 
power rankings. We lied. Dom lied, actually. 

This time — and maybe this time only — some tweaks are 
necessary. You can thank the Stanley Cup playoffs for that. 
We ranked the playoff teams from 1-16, based on how good 
we believe their Cup chances to be. If there was a tie, 
personal bias won out. We’re not sorry about this week’s tie-
breaker. 

That is it. It’s that simple. First team? Best shot. Sixteenth 
team? Worst shot. As for the non-qualifiers, you get dog 
photos. Very specific dog photos curated by Sean, dog photo 
connoisseur. You are welcome. 

1. Colorado Avalanche 

Last week: 1 
Series Record: Up 2-0 
Dom rank: 1 
Sean rank: 1 

Dom: An 88 percent chance to beat the Blues might have 
been conservative now that we’ve seen the first two games. 
It hasn’t been close. Even when the Blues push, like they did 
in the second half of Game 2, it just doesn’t even end up 
mattering. Nathan MacKinnon has five goals and seven 
points in two games. Sheesh. 

Sean: Credit to MacKinnon for mixing it up in Game 2. He 
had three goals (nearly four) and got them in a bunch of 
different ways. The standard method gets boring for guys like 
that. I get it. We’ll skip the easy Nazem Kadri jokes — “Kadri 
suspended in the first round? Things really are getting back 
to normal,” et cetera — to say that the Avs weren’t getting 
much from him, regardless. In his last 18 games of the 
regular season, he had four points and was 23rd on the team 
in expected goals. They can deal. 

2. Tampa Bay Lightning 

Last week: 2 
Series Record: Up 2-1 
Dom rank: 2 
Sean rank: 2 

Sean: We’re going to get killed for having them ranked this 
high again, and on one hand that makes sense. They’re 
getting spanked at 5-on-5 against the Panthers, actually; 
expected goals percentage of 41, getting outshot 91-78 … I 
get it. That’s not everything, though. They’re still up in the 
series, and they’re still the Tampa Bay Lightning. 

Dom: The “they’re the Tampa Bay Lightning” factor is just so 
hard to ignore for this group. Nikita Kucherov came back and 
played like he never left. He’s got five points in a high octane 
series and though Florida has controlled the run of play, the 

Panthers have also been chasing the game a lot. Things 
were close through two of Game 3 and when a team’s 
season is basically on the line down two, you expect a heavy 
push. It’s hard to see Tampa Bay losing back-to-back at 
home, and I expect we’ll see the Lightning’s best for Game 4. 

3. Boston Bruins 

Last week: 3 
Series Record: Up 2-1 
Dom rank: 3 
Sean rank: 3 

Dom: Once again, I would like to talk about Taylor Hall. He’s 
been clutch already in the opening round with two goals in 
three games and unsurprisingly is dominating the run of play 
with a 62 percent expected goals rate. That’s actually pretty 
close to average for the Bruins though who have been the 
better team in a close series. That’s thanks mostly due to the 
team’s top line who the Capitals don’t have an answer for at 
five-on-five. Brad Marchand, Patrice Bergeron and David 
Pastrnak are clicking at a 77 percent expected goals rate. 
The goals will come if that keeps up. 

Sean: Literally laughed out loud when I saw this one. 

Y’know, they were close to blowing Game 3. They out-
attempted the Caps 70-49 and won expected goals, 3.59 to 
1.59, but still needed Nicklas Backstrom and Tom Wilson to 
both hit posts in the final minutes of regulation. Then, Ilya 
Samsonov and Justin Schultz gift-wrapped the game-winner, 
and the result matched the process. Pretty dangerous. 

4. Carolina Hurricanes 

Last week: 6 
Series Record: Up 2-0 
Dom rank: 4 
Sean rank: 4 

Sean: No Hurricane has two 5-on-5 points, but nine have 
one, and all but four have positive expected goals rates. I 
don’t want to paint them as some sort of star-less hivemind, 
because they aren’t, but it is fun watching really good teams 
when the division of labor is spread out that way. Also, I 
heard their penalty kill is good. Have you seen this? Have 
you heard about this? 

Dom: Sara Civian and Shayna Goldman break it down really 
well: power kill, baby. Carolina’s expected goals rate while 
shorthanded of 50.8 percent during the playoffs would’ve 
ranked 14th in the league this year at five-on-five. The top 
duo being Sebastian Aho and Teuvo Teravainen, two star 
players, is pretty cool and they’ve been crushing it, but the 
second duo of Jordan Staal and Martin Necas have been 
even better. A 55 percent expected goals rate. Just crazy to 
think about. 
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5. Pittsburgh Penguins 

Last week: 7 
Series Record: Up 2-1 
Dom rank: 5 
Sean rank: 5 

Sean: Their series against the Isles is probably where it 
should be. Tristan Jarry self-immolated in Game 1, then the 
Penguins came back to win two one-goal games. Two notes 
from me: On the NBC, Pierre McGuire has become 
obsessed with the idea that there’s simply no analytical way 
to measure the contributions of depth forwards; he 
hammered the point after Brandon Tanev scored what turned 
out to be the Game 3 winner. Goals! Very easy to measure! 
And the Tanev-Teddy Blueger-Zach Aston-Reese line has 
achieved an appropriate level of fame based largely on being 
defensive analytic superstars. He’s not paying attention, and 
he hasn’t been for years. 

Beyond that, Game 3 was on the brink of explosion for most 
of the third period. Major trainwreck potential here, from a 
gong-show standpoint. I’m enjoying it quite a bit. 

Dom: I didn’t watch as much of Game 3 as I wanted to. I had 
it on the “B TV” and frequently looked over and said “oh the 
Penguins scored” and “oh the Islanders tied it” seemingly 
every five minutes. Sounds like I missed a fun game and 
apparently also confirmation that Pierre still has no idea what 
analytics are. God bless that man, a never-ending source of 
content. 

Sean: Fancy boy has a “B TV.” 

6. Vegas Golden Knights 

Last week: 5 
Series Record: Up 2-1 
Dom rank: 6 
Sean rank: 6 

Sean: I honestly thought I was seeing things after the first 
period of Game 3 on Thursday. Shots were 7-4, Wild. They 
wound up being 40-16, Vegas. That is … whoosh. Felt like 
we saw a real-time course correction on the series. The 
Marchessault-Karlsson-Smith line appears to be back. 

Dom: The thing about the shot clock in that game is that it 
vastly oversold the difference between the two teams. 
Expected goals, according to Moneypuck, was just 2.1-to-1.5 
in comparison. That’s still an edge, obviously, but Vegas was 
peppering a lot of shots from the points while the Wild 
struggled to hit the net. In any sense, it really does feel like 
Vegas has finally flipped the switch on the whole “Wild 
Matchup Problems” thing. I still don’t understand how or why 
the Golden Knights had so much trouble up until the second 
period, but when it clicked it really clicked. 

7. Toronto Maple Leafs 

Last week: 4 
Series Record: Down 1-0 
Dom rank: 7 
Sean rank: 7 

Dom: Okay, it’s just Game 1, the sky isn’t falling… but… the 
uncertainty around John Tavares’s health obviously changes 
the calculus here. The Leafs were the second most likely 

team to come out of the first round and win the Cup, but that 
was with a fully healthy team. Things obviously get much 
harder now down 1-0 with their captain out. That’s three wins 
out of the lineup, dropping the Leafs odds of advancing in the 
first round from 83 percent to 62 percent. Still favourites, but 
ouch. 

Sean: All I want to say about Tavares — because god knows 
we’re about to be awash in weird takes about that whole deal 
— is that the second Leafs trainer who swooped in to stop 
him from going down deserves some credit. Sheldon Keefe 
said his team was rattled, and they should’ve been. From a 
series standpoint, the vibes are bad, and that’s reflected 
here. 

8. Washington Capitals 

Last week: 9 
Series Record: Down 2-1 
Dom rank: 9 
Sean rank: 8 

Sean: All that Bruins 5-on-5 Game 3 domination we talked 
about came in the overtimes. The Caps hung with Boston 
through 60 minutes, then basically white-knuckled it until 
Samsonov ended it for them. Just a brutal loss. I’m not sure 
anyone sums up the path of this series better than Nic Dowd. 
He won Game 1, scored early in Game 3, then took a terrible 
penalty to set up Marchand’s game-tying, third-period goal. 

Dom: My favourite thing about Capitals Discourse and how I 
am Always Wrong about them (which is true by the way) is 
that it’s because their stars are still superstars. No. This team 
is just inexplicable dark magic – the kind where the team 
gets four goals over three games out of their fourth line. 
Sure, why not. Don’t get me wrong, Alex Ovechkin has been 
great, but Nicklas Backstrom has been kind of invisible while 
John Carlson has set up base camp in his own end for the 
entire series. This series isn’t close without Dowd and Garnet 
Hathaway, and that’s the infuriating part about this team that 
always defies the numbers – they find new and interesting 
ways to do it every time. 

On a more serious note: Carlson and Dmitry Orlov just aren’t 
working against the Bruins top line and that’s a major 
problem. Carlson has a 22 percent expected goals rate for 
the series. Washington doesn’t really have another option. 

9. Florida Panthers 

Last week: 8 
Series Record: Down 2-1 
Dom rank: 8 
Sean rank: 11 

Dom: A fun betting story from a friend (because I would 
never do something this cowardly): He bet on Florida before 
the game started, didn’t like what he saw through two 
periods and decided to cut his losses by cashing out. 
Naturally, the Panthers clawed their way back to tie the 
game and win it in overtime.  

Florida has arguably been the better team through three 
games and the matchup effect seen during the season series 
appears to be very real even with Tampa Bay at full health. 
Game 4 will be tough on the road, but this team is resilient. 
They’ve manifested plenty of comebacks all season – 
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winning a series after dropping the first two at home feels 
right. Doing it against Tampa Bay would be special. 

Sean: A fun betting story from a friend (who might be me): 
He watched Game 1 of this series at a casino then lost a 
bunch of money at the table. “Got too charged up by that 
Fight For Florida action,” he said. 

We talked about the Panthers a good bit in the Lightning 
blurb; that’s a tough-ass team, they’re playing well and 
they’re doing cool stuff. That said, Game 3 might be a bit of a 
pyrrhic victory because it’s going to lead to more Sergei 
Bobrovsky. Where’s Spencer Knight? We need more goalie 
chaos. Play three of them. Hell, play four. Call Roberto 
Luongo or something. 

10. Minnesota Wild 

Last week: 11 
Series Record: Tied 1-1 
Dom rank: 10 
Sean rank: 10 

Dom: After one period the Wild were up 2-0, they kept the 
Golden Knights to four shots and looked like the better team. 
Life was good, so I decided to get a head start on The Power 
Rankings. What a fool I was. 

Things got spicy immediately and the Golden Knights ran 
over the Wild in the second, finally looking like the series 
favourite. I still have belief in the Wild despite the series 
deficit, but they’ll need to get something more out of Kirill 
Kaprizov. Just one assist through three games for the 
dynamic rookie isn’t what any of us expected. 

Sean: Dom yelled at me for not getting started and 
everything. The boy wears Wild-tinted sunglasses. Fandom 
has clouded his beautiful mind. Honestly, there is something 
very funny about Minnesota getting dorks like us to rave 
about how fun they are — “Seriously! They’re interesting 
now!” — and then immediately reverting back to slog mode 
once the playoffs start. Their game is still going as I write 
this, and I think they’ve had three shots in the last half hour. 
Do not fact check me. 

Dom: Zero parts of that were fun. An absolutely painful night 
for ya boy. Nine shots in the final two periods. Nine! 

11. New York Islanders 

Last week: 10 
Series Record: Down 2-1 
Dom rank: 11 
Sean rank: 9 

Sean: The Jarry Game 1 meltdown has gotten attention, and 
rightfully so, but … are we sure Semyon Varlamov should be 
in the other net? He stunk in the regular season against 
Pittsburgh (.897 save percentage), and he was hurt for the 
Isles’ Game 1 win. First order of business in Game 2 was an 
atrocious blue line goal from Bryan Rust. Game 3, all things 
considered, was worse. I get why Barry Trotz played him; I’m 
just not sure I would’ve. Now, if there’s a move, it’ll have 
been an obvious benching rather than giving him more time 
to “recover,” or whatever. 

On the other end of things, they need more from their top six. 
Mathew Barzal is at 46 percent expected goals and has two 
assists. 

Dom: Of course the one time I actually pick the Islanders to 
win a series in my bracket they’re going to lose. I might just 
be cursed when it comes to this team.  

From what I’ve seen, the Islanders haven’t looked bad, but 
it’s clear they just don’t have the firepower to keep up with 
the Penguins. No goals for that top line hurts. It’s also the top 
pair struggling to control play that’s really worrisome as that 
was the centerpiece of the team’s identity this season. Adam 
Pelech is at a 47 percent expected goals rate himself, which 
is way below the lofty standard he set this year. 

12. Edmonton Oilers 

Last week: 12 
Series Record: Down 1-0 
Dom rank: 12 
Sean rank: 12 

Dom: I really, really, really expected an Oilers-Jets series to 
be one of the more exciting series based on the offensive 
talent on each side and the lack of defensive talent too. How 
wrong I was so far with Game 1 being mostly a dud. The 
Oilers may have lost the opening game, but they outplayed 
the Jets heavily. I don’t expect Winnipeg can keep Connor 
McDavid and Leon Draisaitl off the scoresheet very often 
either. Not time to panic yet. 

Sean: Yeah, that was a snooze. Bright side for Edmonton, I 
suppose, is that their line combos that didn’t involve McDavid 
or Draisaitl played pretty well. If they can get decent play 
from the Jujhar Khaira line, that’ll help move things along. 

13. Winnipeg Jets 

Last week: 15 
Series Record: Up 1-0 
Dom rank: 14 
Sean rank: 15 

Dom: A lot of people thought this series was in the bag for 
the Oilers, but #mymodel (drink!) thought otherwise, calling it 
the closest series of the first round. The reason was plain to 
see in Game 1: Connor Hellebuyck. He was 
uncharacteristically awful in the season series against 
Edmonton and that will always spell trouble for Winnipeg 
when its entire game plan is “hope Hellebuyck saves 
everything.” Well, he looks dialled in so far and ready to steal 
this series. Connor vs. Connor baby, buckle up. 

Sean: Yeah, almost wrote about Hellebuyck in the Oilers’ 
section. It just feels like he’s going to be the story of the 
series. It’s one of those things that I probably don’t account 
for quite enough when we’re doing this sort of stuff. Sure, the 
Jets are an awful 5-on-5 team that counts on their awesome 
goalie to wallpaper over most of their mistakes but … 
sometimes it works. 

14. Montreal Canadiens 

Last week: 16 
Series Record: Up 1-0 
Dom rank: 16 
Sean rank: 16 
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Sean: If I had any guts, I’d have given more credit to the 
chaos gods last week, rather than just making a joke about 
them. Game 1 has a major asterisk next to it, but on paper it 
was a legitimately well-rounded win. I’m done trying to guess 
which version of Carey Price shows up on a given night, but 
if this one is it for the long haul, watch out. 

Dom: We all should’ve known the minute I wrote the 
sentence “especially with the news that Carey Price will likely 
be ready for the start of the series, news that downgraded 
Montreal’s chances” which Price would show up. He’s going 
to post a .967 in this series. 

15. Nashville Predators 

Last week: 13 
Series Record: Down 2-0 
Dom rank: 13 
Sean rank: 13 

Dom: The series isn’t over until you lose at home, but it’s 
really hard to have much faith in the Predators down 2-0. 
The biggest issue for Nashville right now is its absolutely 
pathetic power play which is currently generating 2.73 
expected goals per 60 and somehow allowing 2.81. How 
does that even happen?  

Sean: I dunno man. It’s not like it was a gigantic issue for 
them in the regular season; they were just garden-variety 
bad (5.61 to 0.71 in expected goals/60). Also, we said last 
week that a) they’d need Juuse Saros to steal a couple and 
b) that he certainly could. He’s done his job — I felt legit 
awful for him in Game 2. He stopped 28 of the first 29 shots 
he faced, then let in another after returning post-empty-
netter. A truly wasted performance. They feel cooked. 

16. St. Louis Blues 

Last week: 14 
Series Record: Down 2-0 

Dom rank: 15 
Sean rank: 14 

Sean: We found someone who hates the Blues more than 
Dom. His name is Nazem Kadri. Anyway, we’ve both been 
proven right. In the event that stuff changes, we’ll have 
witnessed one of the wilder underdog series wins in NHL 
history. That’s a win-win for the boys. 

Dom: Considering how much money I have on Colorado, I 
would absolutely not call that a win-win. 

Sean: Hopefully not as much as my friend at the roulette 
wheel. 

17. Dallas Stars (23-19-14, 60 points) 

18. New York Rangers (27-23-6, 60 points) 

19. Chicago Blackhawks (25-25-7, 55 points) 

20. Philadelphia Flyers (25-23-8, 58 points) 

21. Arizona Coyotes (24-26-6, 54 points) 

22. Calgary Flames (26-27-3, 55 points) 

23. San Jose Sharks (21-28-7, 49 points) 

24. Los Angeles Kings (21-28-7, 49 points) 

25. Ottawa Senators (23-28-5, 51 points) 

26. Vancouver Canucks (23-29-4, 50 points) 

27. Detroit Red Wings (19-27-10, 48 points) 

28. New Jersey Devils (19-30-7, 45 points) 

29. Columbus Blue Jackets (18-26-12, 48 points) 

30. Anaheim Ducks (17-30-9, 43 points): 

31. Buffalo Sabres (15-34-7, 37 points)
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Game 3 Preview: Hurricanes at Predators 

Canes bring 2-0 series lead on the road 

By Michael Smith 

NASHVILLE - The Carolina Hurricanes bring a 2-0 series 
lead on the road, as their First Round series against the 
Predators shifts to Nashville for the weekend. 

Game 3 

(1) Carolina Hurricanes at (4) Nashville Predators 

Carolina leads series 2-0 

Friday, May 21, 7 p.m. 

Watch: Bally Sports South, Bally Sports app, USA 

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

About Game 1 

Alex Nedeljkovic posted a 32-save shutout and Sebastian 
Aho scored two goals, leading the Canes to a 3-0 victory 
over the Predators to take a 2-0 First Round series lead. 
Nedeljkovic is just the second rookie goaltender in franchise 
history to record a shutout in the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Ten 
of his 32 saves came on the penalty kill, as the Canes were 
a perfect 7-for-7 on the man disadvantage. 

"It was definitely a grind game," Aho said. "It was a solid 
team effort, and Ned was huge in the pipes." 

Tracking the Storylines 

Staunch Defense: Nedeljkovic was a stud in net in Game 2, 
and the defense in front of him was stout, as well - and it's 
worth noting that the Canes were without Jaccob Slavin, too. 
In his absence, Brett Pesce and Brady Skjei saw elevated 
roles and minutes. 

Pesce played a game high 28:01, and Skjei logged 27:44. 
Both players were on the ice for more than nine minutes of 
shorthanded play, and Skjei's 9:37 of shorthanded time on 
ice is the most of any NHL player in a regulation playoff 
game since the league began tracking the stat in 1997. 
Pesce posted five blocked shots and added another primary 
assist on Aho's empty-net tally. The Canes' blueliner now 
leads the team in scoring with three assists through the first 
two games. 

"Right now, it's just about getting the win. Everybody wants 
to do well, but they're not always going to be pretty," 
Nedeljkovic said. "Tonight, there were a lot of sacrifices 
around the board. Guys were blocking shots, diving to make 
plays and getting pucks out. It wasn't our best, but it was a 
really good, gutsy effort." 

Speaking of Slavin: The status of Slavin will be one to watch 
moving forward. Head coach Rod Brind'Amour said earlier in 
the week that Slavin "might be a game-time decision for a 
while here yet." The Canes' stalwart defenseman 
participated in the morning skate on Wednesday but was 
unable to play in Game 2. The team didn't practice on 
Thursday, so his availability for Game 3 remains unknown, 
but it's likely to be another wait-and-see situation. 

Be Special: After a sterling 7-for-7 performance in Game 2, 
the Canes penalty kill improved to 10-for-10 in the series. 
The Canes' power play got on the board in Game 2 when 
Aho opened the scoring in the first period. Special teams is 
so often the difference in a hockey game, and it was no 
different on Wednesday night. 

"You can't say enough about those guys. All the penalty 
killers, the goaltending," Brind'Amour said. "Pesce and Skjei 
in particular obviously had to step up tonight and did in a 
huge way. Incredible performances by those guys."
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Nedeljkovic enjoys pressure, Hurricanes analyst tells '@TheRink' podcast 

Stanley Cup First Round among other topics 

Tripp Tracy recalled a conversation he had with Carolina 
Hurricanes rookie goalie Alex Nedeljkovic earlier this season 
when he joined the "NHL @TheRink" podcast on Thursday. 

"It was his first start this year in Columbus (Feb. 8), they lost 
3-2 late, Jack Roslovic scored a goal, and I reached out to 
him the next day," said Tracy, the longtime Hurricanes 
analyst on Bally Sports South. "I said, 'I thought, Alex, you 
looked comfortable last night.' His response was, 'Tripp, I 
can, and I will dominate in this league.'" 

Tracy told co-hosts Dan Rosen and Shawn P. Roarke that he 
didn't tell anyone what Nedeljkovic said at the time, choosing 
instead to keep it to himself, but it was something he loved 
hearing from the Hurricanes goalie. 

"Because you have to have that, in particular in this division 
(Discover Central Division) if you're going to beat an Andrei 
Vasilevskiy or down the road a Marc-Andre Fleury," Tracy 
said. "You have to believe you're better than that guy." 

Nedeljkovic was better than the Nashville Predators on 
Wednesday, making 32 saves in a 3-0 win in Game 2 of the 

Stanley Cup First Round at PNC Arena. He made 22 saves 
in a 5-2 win in Game 1 on Tuesday.  

The Hurricanes have a 2-0 lead in the best-of-7 series. 
Game 3 is in Nashville on Friday (7 p.m. ET; USA, FXX-CA, 
TVAS2, BSSO, BSSO). 

"You have to have that belief in your capabilities and that's 
Alex Nedeljkovic," Tracy said. "He has that true belief 
between in his ears. The more pressure, the more fun he 
has." 

Tracy also talked to Rosen and Roarke about how the 
Hurricanes have found success, the importance of how 
they've allowed their young players to grow and develop, the 
team's mindset going into Nashville after winning their first 
two home games and much more. 

The co-hosts also discussed the rest of the first round and 
John Davidson returning to the Columbus Blue Jackets as 
president and alternate governor on a five-year contract. 

The podcast is free, and listeners can subscribe on all 
podcast platforms. It is also available on 
NHL.com/multimedia/podcasts and the NHL app.
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How the Carolina Hurricanes pulled off having 12,000-plus fans at their NHL playoff games 

By Emily Kaplan  

The first tailgater arrived at PNC Arena in Raleigh, North 
Carolina, at 10:30 a.m. on Monday. 

"By noon, I saw about 20 or 30 tents set up," Carolina 
Hurricanes GM and president Don Waddell said. 

When the gates opened for an 8 p.m. puck drop? You can 
only imagine the level of hype. And by the time the 12,000 
fans got to their seats, ready to cheer on the Canes in their 
first-round series against the Nashville Predators, it was 
absolute pandemonium. 

"When the guys came onto the ice for warm-ups, that's when 
it got insanely crazy," said season-ticket holder Patty Jasper 
who, along with her husband, once put together a 530-
consecutive-game attendance streak. "When the governor 
sounded the siren to start the game off -- usually you can 
hear that siren. I could not hear that siren. That's how wild it 
was." 

Translated to TV, the visuals were jarring, if only because it 
looked so normal. The more than 12,000 fans in Raleigh for 
each of the Canes' two playoff games represent one of the 
largest crowds at an indoor sporting event in North America 
since the pandemic began. What's more, when the series -- 
which the Canes lead 2-0 -- shifts to Nashville tonight, there 
will also be more than 12,000 fans in the building. 

It's exactly what hockey players have been craving. When 
the NHL was forced into empty-arena hockey for the 2020 
postseason bubble, teams had a hard time adjusting. "Our 
team, personally, had a tough time getting up for the first 
round-robin game," one Eastern Conference player told 
ESPN in September. "It was hard to get guys going. You 
can't just snap into a playoff mentality after not playing for 
five months, and the first game playing in an empty arena 
just felt spooky." 

It continued in the 2021 regular season. "They can stream 
that fan noise in there, and I think it does help, but it's not 
remotely close to having fans out there, and to ride the wave 
of emotion of the building," Ducks coach Dallas Eakins said 
in March. "Players have brought it up to me; it's a challenge." 

As local governments loosened restrictions, crowds 
incrementally grew. It's still not an even playing field; the all-
Canadian Division is still operating in empty arenas, while 
there have been roughly 5,000 fans in Pittsburgh and New 
York, and nearly 10,000 in Florida. 

For those lucky enough to experience the intensity of Stanley 
Cup playoff hockey, in nearly all its glory? 

"It was electric. That's why you play," Carolina coach Rod 
Brind'Amour said. "You kind of forget about it -- because you 
haven't had it for so long. I think people also needed 
something to cheer about. We've had a year and a half of 

just junk thrown at everybody, and they let it all out last night. 
That's what it felt like. Yeah, they're cheering for us, but 
they're also just cheering that they got to go outside and root 
for a team, and have some sense that this is kind of normal 
again, and forget about all the crap that's gone on." 

While it was welcome, it wasn't necessarily easy to navigate, 
especially on less than three days' notice. Here's the story of 
how the Canes pulled it off. 

Throughout the pandemic, the NHL has said it will follow the 
lead of its medical advisers, local governments and health 
departments. With that, the Canes were prepared to have 
roughly 6,000 fans, sitting in pods. But they knew there was 
an opportunity for that number to increase. 

"The governor [of North Carolina, Ray Cooper] is a huge 
hockey fan, he's become a very good friend of mine; in fact, I 
hosted him in my suite [for Game 1]," Waddell said. "So I can 
tell you that I talk to the governor on a regular basis, and his 
team on an even more regular basis. Last week I probably 
had 10-12 calls with them, so there's a lot of dialogue." 

A week ago Friday, Cooper announced North Carolina would 
no longer require masks or social distancing for vaccinated 
people, and lifted capacity restrictions on indoor spaces. 

The Canes' business staff sprung into action. 

"We went into the weekend asking, how are we going to sell 
6,000 tickets and how do we want to sell those tickets?" 
Waddell said. "We really put an emphasis on the lower bowl. 
Made some upper-bowl tickets available because of the price 
point for our fans, but we really wanted to sell out the lower 
bowl because that's where we could make the biggest 
impact in terms of game presentation, and from our players' 
standpoint." 

PNC Arena has a capacity of roughly 19,000 for hockey 
games. Despite North Carolina giving the OK for full 
capacity, the NHL had limitations -- including mandating that 
fans still wear masks. 

"Nothing can be within 12 feet of the player benches or 
penalty boxes," Waddell said, noting there are banners 
blocking off those areas. "But the other thing is air quality, 
which is something the league instituted this year because of 
COVID. You have to have so much fresh air coming in from 
the outside. A lot of buildings, like us, that are in the South in 
a warm climate right now, it's not as easy as just bringing in 
air -- we have to bring in the air and have it chilled and take 
the humidity out of it, or else we will end up with bad ice 
conditions." 

So the number was set at 12,000. 

Last weekend, 20-25 Canes employees reported to their 
offices and worked around the clock to field calls from fans -- 
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supplemented by plenty of coffee, candy and pizza to keep 
them energized. 

"It was crazy, I can tell you that much," said Sarah Daniel, 
the Canes' vice president of season tickets. "This entire past 
year, we've learned you can plan as much as you think you 
can plan, but things can always change at the end." 

The Canes had already gone through three iterations of 
playoff ticket sales. They sold out their initial manifest of 
pods. Then, the governor's office said they needed only two 
seats between pods, not three, so Carolina offered additional 
seats for sale. On Thursday, the Canes called all impacted 
accounts and asked if they'd like to add an additional seat. 

But with Friday's news? 

"We had to go into overdrive to prepare," Daniel said. "We 
tried to take care of all of our season-ticket holders as much 
as we can to meet all of their needs, trying to get them as 
close to their regular seats as possible, and quite frankly 
making it as fair as possible. But one thing we found out is, 
you can't reset everything. There were a lot of people that 
got seated in the upper level that typically sit in the lower 
level because at the time they bought, we didn't have lower 
level available; then they opened up last minute. So we were 
trying to juggle all of that, the customer-service side with a 
lack of time, to get as many people in the building as quickly 
and safely as we could." 

The Hurricanes had been one of the NHL's best business 
success stories before the pandemic. Their on-ice success 
was translating into sustained fan interest, which also meant 
more revenue. 

During the 2018-19 season, the Canes had their four highest 
game-day merchandise sales in franchise history. By the 
time Carolina upset the then-defending Stanley Cup 
champion Washington Capitals in the first round of the 2019 
playoffs, they reported they were already at $2.5 million for 
new business with season-ticket sales for the 2019-20 
season -- up from $400,000 at that point a year prior. 
Renewal rates for season tickets were at 91%, up from 72% 
in 2018. 

"March [2020], we were just two weeks into our renewal 
campaign, and we were off to an amazing start. We were 
pacing ahead of where we were a year prior, which was a 

record year for us," Daniel said. "We had so much 
momentum going at the time, and all of it came to a stop." 

The Canes were in constant communication with season-
ticket holders during the pandemic, and wanted to offer 
flexibility. At any point, the fans could ask for a refund or stop 
their payment plans. "I was surprised at how committed 
everyone was," Daniel said. "Really, our renewals trended 
pretty well. When all is said and done, we should still be in 
the 90th percentile for renewals, even with a pause and a 
restart." 

In the meantime, Carolina is already recalibrating for the 
second round of the playoffs, should it advance. Waddell 
said the team is purchasing a 500,000-ton chiller that will be 
able to pump chilled air into the building, which would allow 
attendance to increase by another 4,000 fans for all future 
rounds. 

It's hard to imagine what 16,000 fans will sound like when 
12,000 were already so passionate. 

"When I had told the players on Saturday morning that we 
were bringing in 12,000, the guys were like, 'That's great, 
that's great,'" Waddell said. "But in the locker room [after 
Game 1], players were saying it felt like 18,000 fans, 
because of how strategically we filled the lower bowl. Those 
are seats that are right on top of you. So the players were 
over the moon saying it felt great to have the fans back, and 
really felt like a sold-out crowd." 

Added Jasper: "I've been in that building in the worst of days 
when 12,000 fans were in the building. And it's a Tuesday 
night, and you're looking around, and you're like, is this even 
12,000 fans or is that [just] what they're saying? 

"These games felt so different. It was thunderous. Every 
towel was waving in the air. You couldn't hear yourself think. 
The noise was so different than anything I had experienced. 
And I have been there for Game 7s and for some crazy 
moments, but this felt different. Maybe it's because we 
missed it so much." 

And judging by the reaction from goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic 
as he was being interviewed after Game 2, that feeling is 
mutual:
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They said it: Daniels, Lorentz on Nashville, preparing for the next game and Rod 
Brind’Amour as a coach 

Assistant coach Jeff Daniels and Steven Lorentz spoke to 
the media via Zoom Thursday evening.  

By Ryan Henkel 

The Carolina Hurricanes flew to Nashville Thursday in 
preparation for Games 3 and 4 in their first round series with 
the Predators which the Canes lead 2-0. 

Assistant coach Jeff Daniels and Steven Lorentz spoke with 
the media Thursday evening. Here’s what they had to say 

Jeff Daniels 

On having a unique perspective on this first round series: I 
got picked up in the expansion draft by Nashville so I spent a 
year there, mostly in Milwaukee, but I did get a taste up here. 
Maybe 10 games. I can’t remember seven to 10 games. 
Obviously it was the first year and you could see the 
excitement. It was new but the people were into it. After that 
year, I signed back with Carolina.  

On looking back on the growth of each market: I think it’s 
huge. I even had a cup of coffee in Florida too and just to 
see the growth down there in Florida and all these… I guess 
newer, not newer now, but the Southern markets that people 
didn’t think hockey would work in. Sure enough you’re seeing 
that now. Especially in Raleigh. You’re seeing youth hockey 
really take off and a big reason why is the Hurricanes. The 
kids growing up have a team to watch, to cheer for and I 
think you are seeing both boys and girls going to college, 
getting scholarships, getting drafted, playing juniors, and 
playing college. It just keeps growing and that’s a credit to all 
the coaches out there that dedicate their time to help minor 
hockey grow. 

On looking back on Nashville: I just remember that the fans 
were loud. No different than in Raleigh. I think they enjoyed 
the pace of the game and the physical contact. The music’s 
playing and they really do a good job of selling the game and 
keeping their fans interested in the game. Part of that is the 
excitement, the pace, the physicality of the game. It was a 
newer market. People were learning when to cheer and 
when not to cheer and it was no different than in Raleigh. 
And now people there are true hockey fans. 

On Rod Brind’Amour’s growth as a head coach: There’s so 
many things. Right from the get go, you know he was a 
leader when he played and now he’s the leader as the coach 
of this team. He sets the tone everyday and he did that as a 
player. The way he showed up and just the way he worked 
on and off the ice. You see that now as a coach. His 
dedication. The details that he expects the players to play 
with. He expects them to work. He’s honest with them and a 
great motivator. When he was a player, he was a lot quieter. 

He was focused on making sure he was ready to play. Now 
he’s responsible with making sure the whole group is ready 
to play. He does a great job before the game making sure 
the guys are ready to go and they’re ready to jump on the ice 
and play for him. They have a ton of respect for him and like 
I said earlier, he’s honest with them and they know what to 
expect from him as a coach and it’s no different from when 
he was a player. You knew every night he was going to bring 
it and as a coach it’s the same way. 

On Brind’Amour’s reception to outside input: That’s one of 
the great things about Roddy. It’s that he wants our opinions 
on things. From myself, [assistant coach Dean Chynoweth], 
[video coach Chris Huffine] and [goaltending coach Paul 
Schonfelder]. He wants us to throw him some ideas and get 
him thinking outside the box. At the end of the day, he’s 
going to make the final call on what way we’re going to go. 
But within the game itself, there’s a lot going on and if 
myself, or Paul or Dean can throw out another idea, whether 
it’s a system thing or maybe trying to make a line change or 
matchup, he listens and he wants that feedback. It’s huge as 
a staff to know you have a voice and I think he does a great 
job of making sure everyone is heard and that you feel 
valued. 

On Brind’Amour feeling like the coaching job is a bit more 
personal: Without a doubt. For both of us really. You go back 
three years ago and when Roddy approached me about 
getting back on the staff. It was personal for both of us. We 
both played here. Both saw some good times here and we 
both wanted to get it back to where it was. So it is personal 
for both of us. This is home for both of us and we know the 
way this city rallies around this team when things are going 
well and we wanted to bring the Hurricanes name back to 
where people are talking about it again. As I said, that’s the 
biggest thing about Roddy. Give him a ton of credit for doing 
that. 

On the characteristics of Brind’Amour that have helped 
establish a winning culture: Every team talks about the 
culture and as I said earlier, it’s right from day one with 
Roddy. All he expects you to do is go out and work hard and 
play fast. If you have those two things, Roddy’s going to play 
you and find time for you. If you don’t want to do those 
things, then Roddy will say this is probably not the place for 
you. The joke is that Rod’s always the first guy in the gym. 
Before the guys get there, he’s already working out. He sets 
the tone for them and on the ice he’s working with them and 
pushing them every single day. He’s the one that came in 
and set the tone as a player too. He’s doing it as a coach 
now. This is the way we play and this is the way he feels will 
be best for the team. We need to buy in and if you look at the 
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last few years, we’ve definitely had that buy in and the guys 
believe in Roddy and follow him all the way. 

On having a soft spot for the role and depth players: Without 
a doubt. I can relate to them. I know what they’re going 
through. Some nights when they’re maybe not getting the ice 
time they want or maybe they’re being a healthy scratch. I’ve 
been through that and I know what they’re thinking and I try 
to build them up and I think it’s important as coaches to know 
that everyone has a role on this team and it’s important that 
they know their role is important. That there’s value in what 
they bring every night. Brock McGinn is a guy that’s going to 
go out and block shots and do whatever he can to help the 
team win and he may not show up on the stat sheet every 
night but as coaches, you appreciate that and they’ve got to 
know there’s a value to it. To see where Lorentz has come 
from two to three years ago. People weren’t really talking 
about him. For a guy that pushes himself every day to be 
better and works and is never satisfied, those guys I can 
relate to because it was never easy for myself. I had to come 
to camp every year with the mindset that I have to make the 
team. Nothing was going to be given to me. So I can relate to 
those guys and obviously I have a little bit of a special place 
for those guys because that’s the player I was. 

Steven Lorentz 

On the kind of perspective Jeff Daniels gives: He’s very 
humble and more kind of a laid back coach. You can tell he 
obviously knows his stuff. He’s great at working one on one 
with all the forwards after practice. Especially the young 
guys. At the end of practice, he’ll sit there and give us 
passes and if he notices something he points it out and he 
gives us little tips and pointers that really go a long way. You 
can tell when you go out and have good shifts and have 
shifts with good energy and rumbling down low, he 
appreciates that. I never got to watch him play, but I can 
maybe guess the kind of style he played with. That kind of 
bulldog mentality back then. It’s great learning from a guy 
like that who has obviously clawed and scratched and faced 
some adversity over the years. But to play as many games in 
the league as he did and just stick with it right to the end just 
shows so much of who he is as a person and his character. 
It’s great to learn from a coach like that. 

On his impressions of NHL playoff hockey: I don’t know if 
anything has surprised me. It was kind of as expected with 
the intensity ramping up, the physicality ramping up. I’ve 
seen that in Charlotte when we made the playoffs, but 
probably one of the coolest things in my life and maybe just 
over this season I guess was just coming out to a packed 
house — at least as packed as it can be — running out to 
“Rock You Like a Hurricane” and seeing the fans waving 
their towels. It was just so loud. It was probably one of the 
coolest things. Skating out of the tunnel there I probably 
could have skated right through the boards on the other side 
and I wouldn’t have felt it. It was just an awesome 
experience having that energy back in the building and 
seeing the Caniacs come out to support us. It was incredible 
even driving up to the rink and seeing everybody tailgating. It 
was just so special and I had never really been a part of 
something like that. It was like one big family. It was so cool. 
Obviously when the puck dropped, it was game on and that’s 
when the intensity started. Everybody’s finishing checks and 

you really are wanting to make sure you’re wearing down the 
opponent. That’s why the playoffs are so gut-wrenching and 
long. You make those extra little efforts and finish your 
checks and it just wears the body down more but it’s all 
worth it in the end if you can come away with the Stanley 
Cup. 

On a welcome to the playoffs moment: I think standing out 
during the national anthem. I was able to start Game 1 and 
looking around and just seeing people everywhere. Then 
when Adam, the singer, said “And the rockets red glare,” and 
everybody screamed it was like, “Wow! Okay, this is what it’s 
like.” And when he finished and we stepped off the blueline 
and started skating around, put our helmets back on and you 
could see people going absolutely nuts. I was like, okay I 
don’t really have to worry about anything here. Emotions are 
just going to take over and the intensity is just going to be 
there. Just the first five minutes of that, from running out of 
the tunnel to the first shift and I guess getting my first point 
too, it was just so special. Those are moments that I just 
won’t ever really forget.  

On sticking with their game while answering the physical 
challenge: That’s to be expected. It’s playoff hockey. We 
have to come in and not just match their intensity, but 
outplay the way that they play too. Every team’s bottom six 
and everyone throughout the lineup has to come in and finish 
their checks and do the little things to wear the other team 
down. I think you can feed off the energy in the building, like 
we do at PNC, and we have to be aware of that going into 
Bridgestone. Their fans are going to be cheering loud and 
trying to get the energy and life back into this Nashville team. 
Energy is energy and we’ve got to feed off of it. Whether they 
are booing us or cheering for the other team, there’s going to 
be some life in the building and we have to keep our 
emotions in check and make sure we aren’t crossing the line 
with letting our emotions get out of control. I think we are in a 
good position right now. Right where we want to be and we 
just need to stick to our game and continue what made us 
successful all year. Try to take it one game at a time. 

On Rod Brind’Amour: I think everybody at this point knows 
how intense Roddy is and how much he cares about the 
team and just Carolina in general. This is his home and he’s 
won a Stanley Cup here, done so much for the community 
and the team. But what he brings to the rink and the arena 
every single day is that he’s never really satisfied. He’s 
always preaching to the guys that they can always get better 
and you can’t really let your foot off the gas. He’s not 
satisfied with just being an okay team and just showing up to 
the rink and putting in enough. He preaches that it’s not 
easy. If it was easy, then every team would come in and do 
it. He’s trying to hit home that every single day is an 
opportunity to prove to ourselves and everybody in the 
league and whoever else maybe doubts us or maybe doesn’t 
really believe in us that we are a legitimate team and we’re 
here. That’s our motto. We have a T-shirt for the playoffs that 
just says ‘Prove It’ on the front. Whether that’s each 
individual proving it to people back home or proving it to fans 
around the NHL or other teams, we’ve got it written right 
across our T-shirts and that’s pretty much what Roddy’s 
been preaching to us. That you have to come in each and 
every day ready to work and prove to whoever that we are 
the real deal. 
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On if Brind’Amour maybe takes the job more personally: 
Yeah, maybe. I think everybody gets motivated in different 
ways and I think maybe there’s been times where we didn’t 
get the recognition or we had been slighted a little bit based 
on who knows what. Whether it’s because we’re not a 
traditional hockey market or we don’t get as much exposure. 
At the end of the day, we’re here and we’re a legit NHL club 
and guys come here knowing that. Every single team that 
comes here we want to leave knowing that they just played a 
heck of a hockey club. Every time a team’s coming to play 
our club, our team identity is that we’re just going to outwork 
them. A lot of teams leave our building night in and night out 
knowing that it’s going to be a battle and leave going, “Yeah 
that was expected having to go in and play the Hurricanes.” 
We want to have that impression on the rest of the league 
and hopefully people take notice of that. Its only a matter of 
time before you get the respect that you deserve. If it’s a chip 
on Roddy’s shoulder or whatever it is, he’s relayed it to the 
team and that’s why us guys go to war for him night in and 
night out because we know how bad he wants it and we want 
it just as bad. We’re all heading in that right direction, pulling 
on that same rope and hopefully that leads us to success. 
Nothing’s given and nothing’s guaranteed but we can do 
what we can control to come out on top and that’s what we’re 
trying to do one game at a time. 

On remembering the first playoff series he got really into: 
Growing up in Toronto, there were a few years when I was a 
lot younger when I could recall them making the playoffs, but 
they went through a tough stretch there. But I remember a 
playoff series against Ottawa. I’m not sure how old I would 
have been at the time, but I just remember staying up and 
watching those games with my dad on the couch on those 
Saturday nights especially, but I guess any playoff game 
we’d be watching just glued to the TV. I remember the Leafs 
just knocking off the Senators and it was guys like Joe 

Nieuwendyk and Curtis Joseph and Mats Sundin and Darcy 
Tucker. Guys who I idolized growing up and who I’ve been 
fortunate enough to have had my path cross with some of 
those guys that were my heroes. I think just from the word 
go, growing up in a hockey-crazed community like southwest 
Ontario, cheering for the Leafs was just kind of in your blood 
and naturally when you start moving up to higher levels you 
start to form your own rivalries and stuff like that. I mean I’m 
just so happy to be here and in a sort of rivalry ourselves 
with Nashville but playoff hockey is playoff hockey and it 
doesn’t matter who you’re playing against. You don’t like the 
other team. That’s why I just love this time of year. It just 
brings out the best in everybody. 

On if there is any difference in Alex Nedeljkovic: The thing is, 
I don’t think anything has changed about Ned. Ned has just 
always been Ned. He’s kind of been a dark horse and he’s 
like the best kept secret around because I remember playing 
junior in the OHL and he led the Plymouth Whalers to the 
OHL Finals as a 16 year old and then he got drafted to 
Carolina. He stayed in the system and again was a guy who 
wasn’t a top pick and didn’t jump in right away. He just took 
his time developing and he just had success at every level 
he was at. He never was called up to play in a bunch of 
games and had to steal the show, but every single place he 
went he succeed at. In Charlotte he was a rock for us in the 
playoffs and now nobody in this organization is surprised to 
see the success that he’s had just because it’s Ned. He’s so 
calm and cool in the net and everybody is just so confident in 
his abilities. He just goes back there and stops the puck and 
plays pucks and he just plays his game. It even took a month 
or two to even realize like, “Oh Ned is having such a great 
year,” when its like, “Yeah. Everywhere he goes he has a 
great year.” It took a little while for him to get that respect he 
deserved but everyone is taking notice now that he is the 
real deal. 
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Nashville Predators vs Carolina Hurricanes Game Three Preview, Storm Advisory & 
Scoreboard Update  

The series shifts to Music City as the Hurricanes looks to go 
up 3-0. 

By Cody Hagan  

The Carolina Hurricanes have touched down in Music City as 
they look to take on the Nashville Predators tonight in Game 
Three. After a gritty victory without Jaccob Slavin on 
Wednesday night, the Canes will look to go up 3-0 in the 
series.  

The Predators will be fighting for all of their life tonight as 
going down 3-0 is essentially it in the NHL. The Preds fans 
will be out in full force with somewhere between 12,000-
14,000 fans inside Bridgestone Arena. The first period could 
be extremely critical tonight and if the Hurricanes can survive 
a strong early push, they should be set up for success as the 
game goes on.  

Vital Statistics 

Category Hurricanes Predators 

Record 2-0-0 0-0-2 

Goals/Game 4.00 1.00 

Goals Against/Game 1.00 4.00 

Shots/Game 34.5 28.0 

Face Off Win % 49.6% 51.7% 

Power Play % (Rank) 14.3% (8th) 0% (11th) 

Penalty Kill % (Rank) 100% (1st) 85.7% (6th) 

ES Corsi For % 54.4% 49.60% 

ES PDO 104.6 95.1 

PIM/Game 19:00 16:00 

Goaltender #1 

Category Alex Nedeljkovic Juuse Saros 

Record 2-0-0 0-2-0 

Category Alex Nedeljkovic Juuse Saros 

Save % 0.964 .910 

GAA 1 3.05 

Goaltender #2 

Category James Reimer Pekka Rinne 

Record 0-0-0 0-0-0 

Save % .000 .000 

GAA 0.00 0.00 

Game Notes 

 The Hurricanes’ penalty kill is 10 for 10 so far in this 
series and was the defining difference in Game 
Two. While Nashville’s power play was abysmal 
during the regular season, nobody saw this sort of 
domination coming by the Canes. Can they 
continue that momentum on the road? That could 
once again be the difference in the game.  

 Sebastian Aho needs one more point to move in to 
5th place all-time for the Hurricanes in playoff 
points. He can also move in to 4th place for assists 
with two more helpers.  

 Rod Brind’ Amour will pass former Hurricanes and 
Predators head coach Peter Laviolette for second 
most playoff games coached in franchise history 
tonight.  

 Brady Skjei had his best game as a Hurricane on 
Wednesday night with Jaccob Slavin out. He played 
a playoff career-high 9:37 of shorthanded ice time 
which is the most SH TOI of any NHL player in a 
regulation postseason game since the league 
began tracking the stat in 1997-98. He will be 
leaned on heavily once again if Slavin cannot go 
once again.  

 Brett Pesce has three assists so far in the series 
showcasing why he may in fact be the most vital 
defenseman on this team, especially when Slavin is 
out. 
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TODAY’S LINKS 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article251549943.html 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article251559908.html 

https://www.newsobserver.com/news/local/article251478848.html 
https://theathletic.com/2601511/2021/05/20/the-secret-of-the-hurricanes-power-kill-how-carolina-makes-its-penalty-kill-look-more-like-a-power-play/ 

https://theathletic.com/2603875/2021/05/21/nhl-power-rankings-our-updated-1-16-rankings-after-week-1-plus-dogs-in-sunglasses/ 
https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/game-3-preview-carolina-hurricanes-nashville-predators/c-324869148 

https://www.nhl.com/news/alex-nedeljkovic-enjoys-pressure-carolina-analyst-tells-at-the-rink-podcast/c-324867254 
https://www.espn.com/nhl/story/_/id/31479288/how-carolina-hurricanes-pulled-having-12000-plus-fans-their-nhl-playoff-games 

https://www.canescountry.com/2021/5/20/22446599/they-said-it-daniels-lorentz-on-nashville-preparing-for-the-next-game-and-rod-brindamour-as-a-
coach 

https://www.canescountry.com/2021/5/21/22446853/nashville-predators-vs-carolina-hurricanes-game-3-preview-storm-advisory-scoreboard-update-
playoff 
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How did the Predators’ Erik Haula become Public Enemy No. 56 against 
his former team? 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 20, 2021 02:22 PM 

  

RALEIGH 

Erik Haula started Game 2 the way he finished Game 1: Resuming a 
running debate with Martin Necas after the whistle, then later drawing a 
retaliation penalty on Sebastian Aho to give the Nashville Predators one 
of their seven power plays Wednesday night. 

Whether Haula intended to go into this series as the Predators’ primary 
antagonist against his former team or not, that’s the way things have 
turned out. For chunks of the Carolina Hurricanes’ 3-0 win, Haula was 
booed not only when he had the puck but merely when he stepped on 
the ice. 

“That booing and yelling, all those things, honestly I love it,” Haula said 
after Game 1. 

But now that he has, it’s worth looking back heading into Friday’s Game 
3 in Nashville at Haula’s departure from the Hurricanes last season, and 
where all the acrimony -- on both sides -- that has bubbled to the surface 
on the ice in this series actually arose. 

“There’s a big reason Erik Haula was traded,” Bally Sports South analyst 
Shane Willis said during Wednesday’s broadcast. “It’s not because of his 
skill. I’ll leave it at that.” 

A trade acquisition during the summer of 2019, Haula had a productive 
start to his Hurricanes career before he was slowed by a persistent knee 
injury. As the trade deadline approached, and Haula’s ice time dwindled, 
the Hurricanes made it clear they were not interested in offering the 
impending free agent a new contract. The circumstances led to at least 

one shouting match in a back hallway of the dressing room during a 
media access period. 

Amid concerns over Haula’s fit in the dressing room, the Hurricanes 
included him in the deadline trade with the Florida Panthers for center 
Vincent Trocheck, a flat-out steal of a deal that in recent history ranks 
only behind the grand larceny that was Nino Niederreiter for Victor Rask. 
Haula ended up signing with the Predators this season on a cut-rate 
$1.75 million, one-year deal. 

In an interview Thursday, Willis elaborated on his comments about 
Haula, whose skill level Willis said he admires. 

“I always go back to what Rod (Brind’Amour) wants in the locker room,” 
Willis said. “He just wasn’t one of those guys. That’s just how I was 
commenting on it. When you look at a room of guys like (Jordan) Staal, 
(Brett) Pesce, (Jaccob) Slavin and their attitudes, it just doesn’t work.” 

Conversely, it would be easy to see why Haula might harbor bad feelings 
about not being offered a new contract, not to mention the kind of 
residual gripes with former teammates that tend to be quickly forgotten 
only to resurface during a playoff series. 

Whether Haula’s antagonistic behavior in Game 1 set off the home fans 
or they were picking up on his former teammates’ apparent dislike for him 
on the ice -- and there were plenty of words exchanged after the whistle, 
without any smiles -- the Finnish center has certainly embraced the role 
of pantomime villain in the series. 

“I must be doing something right,” Haula said. 

As Brind’Amour said earlier this week, “(Haula) can handle that. I think he 
likes that.” 

While there was no question the Predators goaded the officials into two 
of the seven penalties that went against the Hurricanes and led to 
Nashville power plays on Wednesday, Brind’Amour was unhappy that the 
Predators goaded the Hurricanes into those kinds of retaliation plays at 
all. 

In the NHL, as in fights between siblings, it’s always the second guy that 
gets caught. 

“We don’t want to get involved in all that stuff,” Brind’Amour said. “It 
opens up, whether you think they’re penalties or not, embellishment or 
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not, it opens up to have that be called. You’ve got to take a cheap shot. 
You just have to. We didn’t tonight. We wanted to give it back and those 
were the ones getting called. You can’t get engaged in that kind of stuff. 
It just doesn’t help.” 

Still, there was clearly some frustration over an 18-12 penalty differential 
in favor of the visiting team through two games, not the way it usually 
works in the postseason. That remains an area to watch because there 
have been times where the Hurricanes let concerns with the officiating 
affect their focus, at times during the Washington Capitals series in 2019 
and certainly in both of the recent series with the Boston Bruins. They 
maintained their composure in Game 1 against Nashville; they were less 
successful in Game 2. 

Then again, none of that mattered thanks to the penalty kill that is now 
10-for-10 in the series and, while shorthanded, outchanced the 
Predators’ power play Wednesday night. That’s not out of the norm for an 
attacking, aggressive PK unit that ranked third in the league and scored 
seven short-handed goals in the 56-game regular season. 

The Hurricanes nearly had their first of the postseason but Juuse Saros 
was able to stop a Aho breakaway and deny Trocheck on a two-on-one. 

“The way I like to play PK is puck pressure, and sometimes there’s 
bounces, and it doesn’t matter if it’s PK, PP, five-on-five, if there’s a 
breakaway chance I’m going for it,” Aho said. “I guess it just happens. It’s 
not something I’m thinking about when I’m out there, that I’ve got to get 
the breakaway on PK, no. It’s from the puck pressure and sometimes you 
get little lucky bounces.” 
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The Canes playoff game is away Friday night, and these bars want you 
to come watch 

 

BY DREW JACKSON 

MAY 20, 2021 01:56 PM 

  

There’s a siren in Raleigh bar Backyard Bistro that blares a joyous blare 
whenever the Carolina Hurricanes score a goal. 

It’s not PNC Arena, which sits across the street, but it’s close. 

Through a mix of proximity and passion, Backyard Bistro is one of the 
Triangle’s few bars devoted to hockey, hanging jerseys from the rafters 
and in normal years hosting weekly interview shows with players. 

“We’re definitely a Canes bar,” owner Joe Lumbrazo said. “Locals, 
regulars, this is their pre-game spot and their post-game spot.” 

A year largely without bars also meant a year largely without sports bars, 
those beer-slinging satellite spaces where fandom is sacred. The 
COVID-19 pandemic canceled or diminished some of the most popular 
sporting events of the year, including 2020 March Madness. Restrictions 
on restaurants limited capacity and prohibited screaming and crying with 
strangers over game-winning goals. 

Last week, though, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention made 
new recommendations saying vaccinated adults could mostly be 
maskless in public. North Carolina Gov. Roy Cooper followed suit, easing 
restrictions and mask-wearing. 

For Lumbrazo, that meant the playoffs might feel like the playoffs. 

“When the Canes started playing, you could feel the momentum and 
more people coming out,” Lubrazo said about the start of hockey season. 
“Now the timing is great.” 

Usually on playoff nights, there’s a line at the door, Lubrazo said. This 
year, he was just happy to see patrons in Canes gear, filing in by the 
early afternoon ahead of the Canes’ first game Monday night. 

“We’re excited,” Lubrazo said. “We’re a family over here.” 

Lucky B’s, a Raleigh bar owned by former Canes player Bates Battaglia 
for more than a decade, also carries the hockey bar mantle. The 
Glenwood-district bar has been largely shuttered for the past year, as 
North Carolina’s COVID restrictions kept it closed, pushing sales down 
by 80%. Battaglia said the latest easing has started to bring more patrons 
out, turning a timid scene into a watch party. 

“With a sports town like this, people are nuts about their teams,” Battaglia 
said. “Hockey is growing in this area like crazy. It’s nice to finally get 
some people in here. People are excited abut the ease of restrictions.” 

At Tobacco Road in Raleigh, tables had been set up along the bar for 
more than a year, blocking it off and spacing people out to satisfy social 
distancing guidelines. Over the weekend, owner Alex Amra removed the 
tables, and the bar was once again a bar. 

“We’re delighted to fully open,” Amra said. “We’re welcoming people 
back with open arms.” 
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How the Canes’ Alex Nedeljkovic is making the most of his playoff shot. 
‘He was a stud.’ 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MAY 20, 2021 07:30 AM 

  

Alex Nedeljkovic dipped his head as the Carolina Hurricanes starting 
lineup was being announced Wednesday at PNC Arena, his long, black 
hair tumbling down below his chin. For a few seconds, he was a young 
man alone with his thoughts in the crease. 

After the national anthem was played, the head jerked back. So did the 
flow. On firmly went the goalie mask, like a medieval knight positioning 
his helmet for battle. 

The guys they call “Ned” was ready. Bring it on. 

Some in the NHL probably have scoffed when it’s said Nedeljkovic 
should be a strong candidate for the Calder Trophy as NHL rookie of the 
year. Many of those skeptics — and there are many — might have been 
watching Wednesday as Nedeljkovic turned back all 32 Nashville shots 
for the Canes in a 3-0 shutout of the Predators in Game 2 of their Stanley 
Cup series. 

“He was a stud tonight,” defenseman Brady Skjei said. “He was 
phenomenal.” 

In the Canes’ practices leading up to the start of the first-round series, 
Petr Mrazek appeared to the goalie working the so-called starter’s 
crease. But when the time came to name a starter for Game 1, it was 
Nedeljkovic. 

Nedeljkovic appeared to fight the puck early in Monday’s game, even 
though he would later dispute that assertion. But by game’s end, he was 
the winner with 22 rather mundane saves in the Canes’ 5-2 victory. 
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Back in the net Wednesday, Nedeljkovic has never looked calmer or 
more positionally sound. He wasn’t fighting anything. He made the hard 
saves and the easy ones as the Preds pressed, and stopped shots that 
might have looked harmless unless you’re the guy with the mask on 
working the crease. 

With the Canes leading 1-0 five minutes into the third period, Nedeljkovic 
flashed his glove to snatch a bullet of a shot from the slot by the Preds’ 
Luke Kunin. It stayed 1-0 until the final minute of regulation, when 
Sebastian Aho and then Warren Foegele scored for the Canes to ice it. 

“There’s nothing like a close game, a tense game, the whole time from 
the first puck drop to the final buzzer,” Nedeljkovic said. “Everybody was 
on the edge of their seat. The next shot, you never know what could 
happen. It could be a hit, it could be a broken stick, just whatever could 
change the tide of the game. That’s the beauty of the game.” 

Nedeljkovic, wearing a black shirt with “Prove It” on the front, gave it the 
“just-another-game” kind of treatment afterward in his media interview, 
but the 25-year-old from Parma, Ohio, knows better. In a season that 
began with the goalie being placed on waivers by the Canes, and not 
claimed by anyone, there he was Wednesday sitting on the bench, 
named the game’s first star as Canes fans chanted “Ned! Ned!” 

Two playoff starts, two playoff wins. And the second a shutout? That’s 
more than “another game.” 

“His confidence sticks out the most for me,” Skjei said. “He’s not cocky or 
arrogant. He just carries himself with that confidence you need to be a 
goalie. He’s playing great right now.” 

In truth, there were many “first stars” Wednesday for the Canes, who will 
take their 2-0 lead in the best-of-seven series to Nashville for the next 
two games. With defenseman Jaccob Slavin a scratch because of a 
lower-body injury, the minutes were many for Skjei and defenseman Brett 
Pesce, who each played about 28 in the game. 

“There were a lot of sacrifices,” Nedeljkovic said. “Guys were blocking 
shots, guys were diving to make plays, to get pucks out. It wasn’t our 
best but it was a really gutsy effort.” 

There were seven Predators power plays, and the Canes did all the 
necessary penalty-killing work, starting in net with Nedeljkovic. 

“You can tell he has confidence between the pipes,” said Aho, who 
scored the first goal in Game 2 on a first-period power play. “Obviously, 
we talked about the PK, and the defensive game overall, and it starts 
with the hot goalie. We’ve got the confidence to put the pressure on their 
players. We know if they make a play, Ned will bail us out.” 

The Canes have the 2-0 lead in the series but it will be different the next 
two games. They’ll be in Bridgestone Arena, with a loud crowd urging on 
the Predators, who have been a combative bunch but now have tested 
Nedeljkovic with 56 shots in two games and gotten two pucks past him. 

“It’s huge when you have a hot goalie,” Aho said. “It’s just fun to watch 
him play right now.” 
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The secret of the Hurricanes’ ‘power kill’: How Carolina makes its penalty 
kill look more like a power play 

 

By Sara Civian and Shayna Goldman  

May 20, 2021  

  

The near-constant stoppages in Game 2 of the Carolina Hurricanes’ first-
round series against the Predators were pretty annoying for those who 
enjoy the usual pace of playoff hockey. But for those who enjoy a good 
penalty kill, what followed those stoppages was about as good as it gets. 

When you combine quick skill and an active defense, it turns out a 
penalty kill can be almost as exciting as a power play. 

The Canes managed to escape with a 3-0 win in the game despite taking 
a total of seven penalties. Actually, “escaped” may not be the right word. 
The Canes’ kill out-chanced the Predators’ power play 5-4, according to 
Natural Stat Trick.  

Mind you, Carolina did this without Jaccob Slavin, one of its top penalty 
killers. In the regular season, he played 52 percent of the available 
penalty-kill minutes, second only to Brett Pesce. 

If you’ve watched the Canes at all these past two seasons, you saw this 
coming. Coach Rod Brind’Amour deploys stars like Sebastian Aho, 
Teuvo Teravainen and Martin Necas alongside classic penalty-killer 
types like Pesce, Brock McGinn and Jordan Staal, and it yields results 
like Wednesday night’s win. 

But how do you balance the risk of creating offense with the reality of 
being down a man and preventing the other team from scoring? 

“You just … I don’t know,” said Aho, trying to explain something that 
somehow comes so naturally to him. “I think it’s more, you try to not let 
them score a goal, right? The way I like to play PK is puck pressure, and 
sometimes there’s chances, and it doesn’t matter — if it’s PP, PK, five-
on-five, if there’s a breakaway chance I’m going for it. It happens. 

“It’s not something I’m thinking about when I’m out there, that I’ve got to 
get the breakaway on the PK. It’s from the puck pressure, and 
sometimes you get a little lucky bounce.” 

The Hurricanes are now a perfect 10-for-10 killing penalties in the 
playoffs — by far the best in the field — carrying over a trend that started 
in the regular season, when they had the No. 3 unit in the league, at 85.2 
percent (26 power-play goals against in 176 times shorthanded). 

The raw percentages are impressive, but they also only scratch the 
surface of what Carolina’s doing. Let’s dive into some video and regular-
season data to get a better understanding of how the Hurricanes’ penalty 
kill actively won them Game 2. 

To start, penalty-kill percentage is correlated to goaltending, and a team 
with stability in net can mask chaos in front of it. 

Carolina’s netminders stopped almost 89 percent of the shots sent on 
net, which puts them fifth in the league. That’s a key strength that 
contributed to the team’s success on the kill this season. But what went 
on in front of the crease was equally notable.  

According to the public work of Arik Parnass, who is now an analyst for 
the Colorado Avalanche, the objective of a power play is to bring the 
puck into the offensive zone, maintain pressure there and quickly get set 
in formation to start generating chances. That’s what sets up a high 
conversion rate.  

The Hurricanes’ counter-attack strategy works to disrupt that.  

Throughout the regular season, and already through two games against 
Nashville, Carolina has shown the ability to pressure opponents’ entry 
attempts on the power play. According to Corey Sznajder’s regular-
season tracking, the Predators are just below average at entering the 
zone with possession on the power play and setting up after a controlled 
entry, but they’ve also had quite a few chances to try to improve on that 
in the postseason, with 10 power plays in two games.  

The Predators managed just one carry-in on 11 entry attempts through 
three power-play opportunities in Game 1. That was once again key in 
Game 2. The Hurricanes took seven penalties and successfully broke up 
numerous entry attempts, forcing them to regroup and retry to enter the 
zone as time ticked off the clock.  
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“I think all the guys on the PK did a great job,” Brady Skjei said. “The 
number one star is probably Ned. He was a stud tonight. To have a good 
PK you need your goaltender playing well, and he was phenomenal 
tonight. Lot of credit to him, and the other guys that killed off those 
penalties tonight.” 

The Hurricanes allowed a league-low 72.95 shot attempts against per 60 
while shorthanded this season. Some teams’ strategies revolve around 
diving in front of shots and blocking as much as possible. Blocks, though, 
can just be reactionary to being out of positioning and rushing to give a 
goaltender support. But even when taking blocks out of the equation, 
Carolina still leads the league in unblocked attempts against (54.75 per 
60 minutes).  

Stopping your opponent from creating a high quantity of shots is an ideal 
strategy as long as the shots that trickle through aren’t consistently from 
high-danger areas. That’s an area where the Hurricanes were solid in 
years past but still had room for improvement. This season, they’ve taken 
their shorthanded defense to the next level and jumped out as one of the 
best teams at limiting quantity and quality.  

Expected goal models, which assign a value to every unblocked attempt 
based on factors including shot type, distance, angle and whether it was 
a rebound or second-chance opportunity, can be used as a proxy for shot 
quality. As the chart above shows, Carolina has trended in the right 
direction both relative to years past and the rest of the league in limiting 
expected goals against on the penalty kill. Their shorthanded defense, in 
terms of expected goal rate against, is 26 percent stronger than the 
league average.  

The HockeyViz heat map below helps show scoring-chance suppression 
in purple. Very little is allowed in the “scoring areas” in the home plate in 
front of the net. Most shots are forced to the outside, as shown in orange 
and brown tones.  

While the penalty kill emphasizes defense, some teams have been more 
innovative with their tactics. Instead of going into a shell against an 
opponent’s top offensive players, some kills opt to push back with a more 
aggressive approach, or, as coined by the work of Mike Pfeil and 
Meghan Hall, a “power kill.”  

Pfeil’s work on power kills emphasized time management and teams 
being proactive while down a player. It stresses the need for being 
opportunistic on trigger points such as forcing turnovers and jumping on 
bouncing pucks.  

This is where the Hurricanes shine. Not only do they pressure and break 
up zone entries, but they are one of the better teams at stripping 
opponents of the puck while shorthanded, with 41 takeaways, the fifth-
most by any team in the regular season.  

Hall’s work in 2019 pointed to teams trending toward a proactive 
approach, with more offensive creation while shorthanded. The 
Hurricanes took a step back in 2017-18, before trending back up in 2018-
19.  

Since then, the Hurricanes have only increased their offensive output on 
the penalty kill, and they have become one of the best teams in the 
league at generating shots while shorthanded. This season, they ranked 
second in shot generation with 19.46 per 60 minutes, and most aren’t 
getting blocked along the way (second-best unblocked shot rate of 18.2 
per 60). To measure shot quality, those unblocked attempts equate to 
1.24 expected goals per 60 (fourth in the league), which exceeded their 
actual results (1.04 per 60).  

With an emphasis on offense, it may seem like there’s more risk of 
conceding shots. Matt Cane, now of the New Jersey Devils, analyzed the 
idea of risk versus reward on the penalty kill back in 2013-14. While he 
only studied one season of data and couldn’t make sweeping 
conclusions as a result, he found that teams that emphasized offensive 
creation while shorthanded had better results. Cane also found that 
producing offense on the penalty kill didn’t correlate to conceded more 
shots or goals against.  

The Hurricanes defense isn’t suffering because of their offense this year. 
The risk of pushing the pace of play is rewarding them on both ends of 
the ice. They’re one of the leading teams at both generating offense and 
suppressing it in terms of shot volume and quality.  

Much of the offensive boost can be attributed to who is playing on the 
penalty kill. As Hall and Alison Lukan explored last year, teams are 
increasingly adding more offensively inclined players to their shorthanded 
units. Lukan also looked at which teams are using their top forwards on 
the penalty kill this past season.  

Viz by Meghan Hall and Alison Lukan 

For the Hurricanes, McGinn and Staal play the highest percentage of 
shorthanded ice time of their forward group — about 39 percent of the 
available minutes. Both have solid offensive impacts while shorthanded, 
but they really shine for their defensive efforts. Staal has one of the 
stronger defensive impacts among penalty-killing forwards in the league, 
in terms of both quality and quantity against, as measured by Evolving-
Hockey’s special teams Regularized Adjusted Plus Minus.  

“He’s all over the place on the PK,” Teuvo Teravainen said. 

Sometimes, top forwards don’t see as many, or any, shorthanded 
minutes. It doesn’t always mean that they wouldn’t thrive in that situation, 
but it helps avoid overloading players when their time is better spent 
elsewhere. In Carolina’s case, the team has the depth that allows it to 
lean on others without stretching the minutes of its top players any more 
than necessary. Aho, for example, already plays a key role in every 
situation. But he doesn’t have to absorb top minutes on the penalty kill; 
he sees about 29 percent of the available ice time.  

While Teravainen was out for much of the season, he saw time alongside 
Necas. Aho and Necas (as well as Teravainen in his limited regular-
season shorthanded appearances), have some of the best offensive 
impacts on the penalty kill this season. 

“Playing on the PK actually helps (get a feel for the game),” Necas said. 
“Even if you’re only out there for a little bit, you get on the ice and get the 
momentum of the game. Sometimes you get chances as well. For sure it 
helps me. I like to play PK.” 

This duo became one of the league’s best at creating shots, scoring 
chances and goals while shorthanded. And they don’t allow much against 
either.  

“I think overall, special teams are a huge part of the game these days,” 
Aho said. “Obviously the PK gives you some confidence if you can kill 
some big moments, kill some momentum from the other team.” 

Now with Teravainen healthy, the Hurricanes have yet another 
dangerous player to deploy. One of their strengths is how many forwards 
can be trusted to play shorthanded minutes. Jordan Martinook, Jesper 
Fast, Warren Foegele and Vincent Trocheck all do, along with 
Teravainen, Necas, Aho, McGinn and Staal. So far this series, the 
Predators have yet to convert on 10 power-play opportunities. Scoring on 
the man advantage wasn’t a strength in the regular season either; they 
clicked at just 17.6 percent (23rd in the league) and were a bottom-10 
team in offensive generation. While they created some net-front shots, 
they’re mostly held out of the scoring areas and shoot from the outside.  

Between the first two playoff games and regular-season matchups, 
there’s more than enough tape for the Predators to learn more about 
their opponent’s approach as the series shifts back to Nashville. But even 
with tactical tweaks, it’ll be tough for any team to exploit the Hurricanes’ 
“power killing” approach that’s been a highlight of their game all season. 

“They force you to be able to make plays under pressure and quick 
ones,” Nashville coach John Hynes said. “We have to do a better job 
getting into the zone, and we have to do a better job of making that next 
play to stop the pressure. If you do that, then you’re going to be a little bit 
more successful.” 
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Nashville Predators couldn't buy a goal in Game 2 playoff loss — and 
that's the problem 

 

Paul Skrbina 

Nashville Tennessean 

 

Money can buy a lot of things. Goals for the Predators don't appear to be 
one of those things. 

The more things changed with the Nashville Predators’ lineup 
Wednesday, the more things stayed the same. 

Eeli Tolvanen and Brad Richardson were in for Game 2 of the first round 
series against the Carolina Hurricanes in Raleigh, North Carolina. Calle 
Jarnkrok, who was sick, and Mathieu Olivier were out. Defenseman Matt 
Benning also made his first appearance of the series in place of Ben 
Harpur. 

Not to mention Roman Josi and Ryan Ellis were split up on defense. 

Those names aside, two that matter the most — Ryan Johansen and 
Matt Duchene — and make the most were nowhere to be found. Two $8 
million-a-year men who have not been the big players making big plays 
in big games. 

"There's a lot of discussion about lineup changes," Hynes said before 
Wednesday's 3-0 loss that put his team behind 0-2, "but there are guys 
that I'm sure you expect ... to be big-time players in big-time games and 
drive the team, and that's the expectation." 

An expectation that hasn't been met during the last two seasons, let 
alone the first two games of this series. 

Johansen, who had seven goals and 15 assists in 48 regular-season 
games, tried to show some fight less than six minutes into the second 
when he exchanged a few blows with Andrei Svechnikov and 
encouraged him with a few taunts of "Let's go!" 

The only place either went was to the penalty box with matching roughing 
minors. Johansen finished with one shot on goal. And the Predators 
boarded a private charter for Nashville. 

"That's how sports is; that's how championship teams win," Johansen 
said after Wednesday's game. "The big boys do big things on the ice. 
Obviously down 0-2, our group can do more, including myself." 

Duchene, who had six goals and seven assists in 34 regular-season 
games, played just 10:38, second-to-last on the team in Game 1. He 
played 17:23 Wednesday and managed four shots on goal. 

So the Predators have had to rely on the Juuse Saroses and Mikael 
Granlunds and Jarnkroks to help Josi and Filip Forsberg and Arvidsson. 

Whoever the Predators throw out there won't much matter unless the 
Johansens and Duchenes do their jobs. 

Unless the Predators can do better than 0-for-10 on the power play, 
including 0-for-7 Wednesday, when they allowed six shorthanded shots 
on goal while managing just 10 while they had a man advantage.  

"There's a lot of belief," Hynes said. "Sometimes it's how you get here. 
We had to fight to get here. We had to scratch and claw. We had to play 
in adversity, we had to coach in adversity, we had to manage in 
adversity. You had to block out the noise. 

"We didn't get here because we were the darlings of the league. ... We 
believe in what we do. We're a little more of a hardened group, whether 
that's accepting criticism or having to win." 

The Predators need to win now more than at any point this season. They 
need to start scoring power-play goals.  

The time for talking and learning is running out. 

Believing is the standard. Seeing is fact. 

Teams that have lost the first two games of NHL playoff series are 51-
330 in those series. 

We'll see from the Predators in Friday's Game 3 and Sunday's Game 4 
whether their money players can buy them more time in this series. 
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Predators wasting more than just Juuse Saros' best efforts 

 

MICHAEL GALLAGHER  

MAY 20, 2021  

 

Despite what Nashville Predators head coach John Hynes said after 
Wednesday night’s 3-0 loss to the Carolina Hurricanes at PNC Arena, 
there’s nothing positive about heading into Game 3 of a playoff series 
down 0-2. 

Hynes, who took offense to back-to-back questions following 
Wednesday’s loss where he was asked about squandering one of the 
better performances of Juuse Saros’ career and which positives the 
Predators could take into Game 3, stated the obvious: the Predators 
played much better on Wednesday than they did in Monday’s Game 1 
loss. 

However, a better effort doesn’t make the two-game deficit the predators 
now face as they come home to Bridgestone Arena any easier to battle 
back from. 

“Did we watch the same game?” Hynes remarked. “I think when you look 
at the hockey game, we played a pretty good game…I think you look at 
shot attempts, you look at shots, offensive zone time and how the game 
was played. 

“We’ve got to do a better job on the power play but, I think the last two 
questions…we’re in a series, we’re a better team than we were the first 
night, we obviously know the power play has got to be better, but I think 
there’s a lot of positives going out of this game and then coming home.” 

Entering the best-of-seven series, it was widely presumed that Saros was 
going to have to perform at a Vezina Trophy-level or better for the 
Predators to have any chance of stealing a game or two from the 
Hurricanes. He did so Wednesday night, and it still wasn’t enough for the 
Predators to crack the Hurricanes’ armor. 

Saros definitely deserved better. He saved 28 of 30 shots, including 
seven short-handed shots for the Hurricanes, who nearly matched 
Nashville’s 10 total shots on its seven power play opportunities. 

“He’s been (playing like that) for two months now,” captain Roman Josi 
said. “Every game…I mean, tonight he had some unreal saves. He made 
some great saves and those are saves that keep you in the game and 
give you a chance and he’s been doing that for such a long time now. It’s 
frustrating that we can’t get our job done for him.”  
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Added center Ryan Johansen: “He’s a stud. He’s one of the hardest-
working kids around, in the business. We count on him to keep doing his 
thing and he was great tonight.” 

Carolina has had Nashville’s number, not just in the regular season, but 
through two games of the postseason as well. The Hurricanes are 
outshooting the Predators 69-56 and outhitting them 108-88, and they 
have more blocked shots and takeaways and fewer giveaways. 

The silver lining for the Predators – if there is one –lies in the fact that the 
next two games are at Bridgestone Arena, where COVID-19 capacity 
restrictions have eased up some to allow 12,135 fans for Friday’s Game 
3 and Sunday’s Game 4. 

The Predators are tied for the fourth-most home wins (18) and the sixth-
fewest goals allowed per game (2.43) at home this season. Nashville is 
also 11-3 in its last 14 games at Bridgestone Arena. 

“I’m just excited to get back to Bridgestone and get in front of our fans,” 
Johansen said. “It’s the most fans we’ve had in over a year and I’m just 
looking forward to that. We know what our crowd can do to our club and 
what their energy can bring to us. So, I can’t wait to get home and play in 
front of our fans.” 

“Playing at Bridgestone in the playoffs is always fun,” Josi added. “With 
the amount of fans we’re going to have, it’s definitely going to give us an 
extra boost.” 
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The Athletic / ‘The best day in Finnish history’: How Kevin Lankinen and 
Team Finland shocked the Worlds 

 

Mark Lazerus  

May 20, 2021  

 

Stripped down to their underwear — some even beyond that — they 
belly-flopped into the fountain one by one, deliriously hugging as they 
paddled around the shallow water. Some climbed light poles, some drank 
from homemade trophies, some just screamed joyously at the night sky 
as it bled into the 4 a.m. Helsinki late-spring sunrise. Flags waved as 
chants of “Suomi!” danced with chants of “Marko!” in honor of their 
country and their newest hero, Marko Anttila. 

Wild-eyed and screaming and drinking and screaming and drinking some 
more, tens of thousands of Finns poured into Market Square in Helsinki 
to celebrate Finland’s almost unthinkable gold medal at the World 
Championships two years ago. The party lasted for days, fans and 
players alike bleary-eyed, hungover, aching, weary and never wanting it 
to end. 

See, in Finland, the World Championships is no consolation prize for 
Stanley Cup also-rans. 

It is the tournament. 

“In Finland, the World Championship is the biggest single sports event 
every year, period,” said goaltender Kevin Lankinen, who had his 
international coming-out party that spring. “Out of 5 million people, 
probably 3 million people are watching. You grow up watching all these 
national teams and they’re the biggest heroes you have, and Finland had 
only won it twice before. If the team doesn’t do well, the whole nation isn’t 
happy. But if you do well, you have the whole country of people behind 
your back. That’s an unbelievable feeling. For me and a lot of the guys, it 
was an eye-opener after we won, when we finally got back to Helsinki 

and all of a sudden there are people on the streets and 50,000 people 
waiting for us at the square in Helsinki, and all roads are closed, and 
we’re driving like rock stars throughout the city while people are 
celebrating. 

“That’s when it kind of hits you: It’s the best day in Finnish history.” 

One of the unlikeliest, too. Here, in their own words, is how Finland 
pulled off one of the great international upsets in hockey history, and how 
Lankinen went from a middling minor-league goaltender to a national 
hero and a future Blackhawks starter. 

As the 16 teams descended on the Slovakian cities of Bratislava and 
Košice, Russia was the talk of the tournament. Not only were the 
Russians the consensus best team in the field, there was talk it was the 
best team in World Championships history. Alex Ovechkin. Evgeni 
Malkin. Nikita Kucherov. Ilya Kovalchuk. Evgeny Kuznetsov. Andrei 
Vasilevskiy. Other than Vladimir Tarasenko, who was on a Stanley Cup 
run with the St. Louis Blues, it was basically the Russian Olympic team. 

Meanwhile, Canada had an all-NHL roster, and the United States had 
one non-NHLer — that year’s No. 1 draft pick, Jack Hughes. Twenty-one 
of Sweden’s 24 players were in the NHL. Half of the Czech roster were 
NHLers. 

Finland? Well … 

Lankinen: I don’t read a lot of newspapers, but guys on the team were 
saying that folks in the Finnish media were saying this was the worst 
Finnish national team ever at the World Championships. We only had like 
one-and-a-half NHL guys with (Henri) Jokiharju and Juho Lammikko. 
Both had played a half-season in the NHL. You watch all these other 
teams put together their rosters with all these big names, but at the same 
time, it motivates you. We wanted to prove people wrong. 

Henri Jokiharju, Finnish defenseman, now with Buffalo: No one really 
thought we could do what we did. 

Joel Kiviranta, Finnish forward, now with Dallas: Everyone expected we 
were going to lose all the games and be back home in two weeks. Then it 
started to be like a little joke in the locker room, like we called each other 
little underdogs, just little punching bags that no one cares about. We 
turned it into our strength. 

Nikita Zadorov, Russian defenseman, now with Chicago: I thought I had 
a gold medal in my pocket. We had an all-star team, people were saying. 
The best lineup in 20 years. 

Kiviranta: It helped us (not having NHL players). We practiced together 
longer than the other teams, like four or five weeks. We were more of a 
team. 

Lankinen was a known commodity in Finland, winning MVP honors with a 
.940 save percentage for HIFK Helsinki in 2017-18. That earned him a 
contract with the Blackhawks. But he split time in 2018-19 between the 
ECHL and AHL and struggled. So he was mildly surprised when Finland 
general manager Jere Lehtinen called him up after Rockford’s season 
ended. Finland had already used nine goalies in international competition 
in the previous year, so the No. 1 job was very much up for grabs. 

Lankinen: He asked me if I was willing to come over and fight for a spot 
on the World Championship roster. Obviously, I was disappointed with 
how the season went in Rockford and we didn’t make the playoffs. But I 
was excited to get my first call for the men’s national team. I didn’t have 
any expectations going in. 

Juho Lammikko, Finnish forward, now with Florida: I don’t think I had any 
idea about who our goalies were going to be. We had three good goalies, 
and I thought they’d all play. 

Jokiharju: We had pre-tournament games against the big Russian team, 
and the Swedish team with all the NHL stars. And we actually played 
pretty well against them. There wasn’t really a starter, so it was going to 
be whoever played best in the pre-tournament games and earned it. 
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Kevin did it. He played with my brother back in the day, and we met in 
rookie camp in Chicago. From that day, we became friends. 

Kiviranta: We played together in juniors, and he was already a very good 
goalie back then. Then we played against each other in the Finnish 
league. He’s just a nice person. Probably the kindest person I ever met. It 
was a battle at the beginning of the tournament, but it appeared to me 
that Kevin was going to play. 

Finland entered the tournament as a +1300 underdog to win gold behind 
Russia, Canada, Sweden, the United States and the Czech Republic. But 
it beat a mostly intact Russia team in the pre-tournament exhibitions and 
lost a one-goal game to Sweden. With their highly structured, very 
defensive, incredibly frustrating style, the Finns wasted no time in 
crashing the party, knocking off mighty Canada 3-1 in the opening game 
of the tournament. Lankinen made 20 saves, outdueling two-time Stanley 
Cup champion Matt Murray. 

Dylan Strome, Canadian center, now with Chicago: They’re hard to score 
on. Whenever you represent Team Canada, you’re expected to win. And 
it’s such a weird tournament. I had never gone before. We were still 
figuring out lines and stuff and they (had been together a while). 
(Lankinen) was solid. I’m pretty sure we lost the game 2-1 or 3-1. Wait, 
did we even score? Yeah, 3-1. We just didn’t get a lot of chances. And 
when we did, he was right there. 

Jokiharju: It was a good group of guys, and everyone was kind of pulling 
on the same rope, like we say in Finland. Every piece was in place. 

Lankinen: We were pretty structured. The coaching staff did a really good 
job with our system. They knew we probably weren’t going to beat any 
teams by skill. So we needed to figure out something else. 

Lammikko: We knew we could beat everyone — it’s a hockey game. But 
we had a couple of good games in the round-robin, and when we beat 
Canada, we just got our confidence off that. We started to believe. 

Mikko Lehtonen, Finnish defenseman, now with Columbus: Every win is 
important, but that one obviously was pretty big. 

Lankinen: It was a snowball effect from there. It just started rolling from 
the first game. We played a good game, and I had a good game, too. 
That brought a lot of confidence, knowing that if we beat Canada, we can 
beat pretty much anybody in this tournament. 

They could, but they didn’t. After Lankinen made 23 saves in a 4-2 win 
over Slovakia, the Finns dropped a 3-2 decision to the United States in 
which Lankinen didn’t play. Next was a 3-1 win over Denmark (25 saves 
for Lankinen), a 5-0 laugher over Great Britain (Lankinen sat as it was a 
back-to-back) and a 3-0 shutout of France (21 saves for Lankinen). But 
pool play closed on an alarming note, as the Finns lost 4-2 to Germany, 
with Leon Draisaitl posting two goals and an assist and Lankinen making 
just 17 saves on 20 shots. 

So expectations — at least externally — were still very low for Finland as 
it prepared to face rival Sweden in the quarterfinals. Earlier in the day, 
Canada barely escaped Switzerland 3-2 in overtime at Steel Arena in 
Košice, and Russia held off the Americans 4-3 in Bratislava.  

Twenty-five seconds into the second period, Elias Pettersson scored off 
a Gabriel Landeskog feed to put Finland in a 3-1 hole. But Petteri 
Lindbohm and Jani Hakanpää scored four minutes apart to tie it. Then 
Swedish defenseman Erik Gustafsson scored with 25 seconds left in the 
second to make it 4-3 Sweden entering the third. Lankinen was on the 
bench for an extra attacker when Anttila scored with 89 seconds left to 
send the game to overtime, where Sakari Manninen potted the game-
winner. 

Lankinen: The Swedes were saying they had their best World 
Championship team ever in that tournament, and they had (Henrik) 
Lundqvist — one of my idols growing up — in net and all those 
superstars and we were able to beat them. From there, it all opens up, 
because you know you’re playing for a medal. It’s one or two games and 
you might be taking home the whole thing. From there, it was kind of an 

easier mindset, because we were already winners. But at the same time, 
you’re just hungry for more, because you know the opportunity is right 
there. 

Jokiharju: We had that kind of team that no one really thinks we’re going 
to win anything. So there was no pressure on us in the quarterfinals, and 
then the same thing with the Russian team. They had all the stars. And 
their stars weren’t happy over there. 

Finland was off to Bratislava and the semis for a date with the mighty 
Russians, who had 212 NHL goals in the 2018-19 season compared to 
Finland’s zero. The Finns were still +800 to win gold and massive 
underdogs to even reach the gold-medal game. 

Lammikko: We went into that game and we’re like, let’s just go play. Let’s 
just do it. Have fun and no matter the outcome, let’s give everything we 
can. 

The high-scoring Sweden game had been out of character for the Finns, 
but they were back to their maddening selves against Russia. 
Meanwhile, Strome and his Canadian teammates were preparing for their 
nightcap against the Czech Republic and getting acclimated to their new 
digs in Bratislava (like Finland, they had spent the early portion of the 
tournament in Košice). 

Strome: When you’re getting dressed and warming up, you peek in or 
check the TVs in the room to see what’s going on in the game. When we 
got there, Russia had about 30-something shots and it was 1-0 Finland. 
And we were like, oh shit, Finland might actually win this. 

Zadorov: Ovechkin, Malkin, Kucherov — and we couldn’t score. It was 
definitely the Finnish system on the big ice. They didn’t cross the red line 
once, so they were defending all the time. Even the best goal-scorer of 
all time (Ovechkin) couldn’t score on (Lankinen), so you have to give him 
credit. 

Jokiharju: Definitely could tell they were frustrated when they couldn’t 
score. Kevin was really good in the net, too. 

Ask anyone involved with that tournament about Lankinen’s best stop, 
and you might hear about the glove save he made on Ovechkin after he 
nutmegged defenseman Oliwer Kaski. But to a man, all anyone can talk 
about are those frantic final minutes of a 1-0 game. With two minutes, 24 
seconds to go, Lankinen stoned Kucherov and Nikita Gusev back to back 
after a great feed from Malkin behind the net. Twenty seconds later, a 
slick Lankinen poke-check stymied a Nikita Zaitsev rush out of the 
corner. 

The final 1:45 was total chaos, with dueling chants of “Suomi” and 
“Rossiya” echoing through Ondrej Nepela Arena. Russia called timeout, 
pulled Vasilevskiy and trotted out Ovechkin, Kucherov, Malkin, Gusev, 
Kuznetsov and Evgenii Dadonov. Lankinen frantically moved from post to 
post as Kuznetsov and Gusev played catch behind the goal line (all five 
Finnish skaters had sagged to the low slot and goalmouth) before making 
three huge saves on Kucherov blasts in the dying seconds. When the 
horn sounded and Finland had won 1-0, Lankinen collapsed in the 
crease, head in his hands, as his teammates celebrated above him. 

Kiviranta: I was thinking, is he hurt? What’s going on? He was just so 
tired and so happy. 

As the celebration died down, backup goalie Jussi Olkinuora skated up to 
Lankinen and bowed to him several times, “Wayne’s World” style, before 
wrapping him up in a big hug. 

Lammikko: The last couple minutes, they were in our zone the whole 
time and everybody was just jumping, trying to block shots, and Kevin 
was saving all the pucks. It was really fun. 

Kiviranta: It was just crazy. Honestly, I don’t remember much about that 
game but those last three or four minutes in our zone, when Kevin was 
standing on his head. It was just crazy. It was six-on-five and one of our 
guys lost a stick and we tried to block every shot. Complete chaos. 
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Lehtonen: Huge defensive effort for us the last 10 minutes. Kevin was 
awesome. 

Alex DeBrincat, American winger, now with Chicago: He played 
unbelievable. He kept them in a lot of games and won them a lot of 
games. (Against Russia), he pretty much single-handedly won that one 
for them. 

Ray Ferraro, on the TSN broadcast, right after the final horn: We talked 
all day about their guts. About the way that they hang in, the way they 
take a punch, the way they never give up. Right at the end of the game, 
Atte Ohtamaa loses his glove with about 20 seconds left. He can’t go get 
it. It’s still lying in the circle. He blocks a shot with no glove in front of the 
net with about three seconds left. You’ve got to lay out to block it, you 
might get hurt, you lay everything on the line. A remarkable performance. 
Kevin Lankinen throws a 32-save shutout on the Russians and the Finns 
will play for gold. 

Zadorov: I definitely remember that. I was hurting. 

Kiviranta: I don’t know how to say it, or explain it. It was just unreal. I 
wasn’t sure what was going on because we didn’t expect that. And then 
the first thing that came to my mind was, holy shit, we’ll get a medal from 
this tournament. Then you start thinking, what if we win tomorrow? What 
happens then? It was a roller-coaster in your mind. 

Lehtonen: There was no difference in (Lankinen) in the locker room after 
the game. He’s a calm guy, maybe not the most woke-up guy on the 
team. Of course, everybody was pretty happy for the win, and we were 
excited about the final. At the same time, you know there’s going to be a 
huge game the next day. You don’t want to be too happy for that win, 
because you know there’s a job to do the next day. 

Indeed, the celebration was brief, because the gold-medal game against 
Canada loomed in barely 24 hours. Naturally, Finland was once again a 
big underdog to Canada. Though nobody was sleeping on the Finns 
anymore. 

Strome: It’s weird, because Finland is becoming such a powerhouse 
hockey country. I don’t want to say you don’t think of them as one, 
because I’ve been there, I’ve seen how crazy the hockey fans are, and 
they’ve beaten me multiple times on the world stage. You see how much 
they’re winning the world juniors, they’re winning the World 
Championships, they’re always competitive at the Olympics, and they 
seem to find a way to do it every year. They’re a team that just gets it 
done and knows how to win. 

Lehtonen: To be honest, I felt we were underdogs still. They had a really 
good team and all their players were from the NHL. It’s always a big 
battle if you want to beat Canada. But of course, we had that confidence 
from the first game against them. We knew we could do it again. 

Lammikko: I remember thinking we had nothing to lose. We had done 
more than anybody expected. But we wanted to win so bad that game. 

At the first intermission, Canada led 1-0 on Shea Theodore’s first-period 
goal. The Finns came out uncharacteristically aggressive, likely a product 
of adrenaline. It was the biggest game of their lives, after all. The 
Canadians were a chirpy bunch, and defenseman Darnell Nurse was 
quickly getting under the Finns’ skin. 

Kiviranta: It’s just so emotional playing that game. And Nurse was a pain 
in the ass. Everyone was so pissed at him, I don’t even know why. But 
we were focusing on the wrong things. We need to slow down a little bit. 

Jokiharju: Slow start. Bad first period. From there, we just were like, hey, 
we have nothing really to lose. I mean, beside the gold medal, obviously. 

Anttila got the equalizer on a power play early in the second and put 
Finland up 2-1 with another goal 2:35 into the third. Canada’s third-period 
push was ferocious and frenetic, but Lankinen stood tall. And when Harri 
Pesonen scored with 4:06 left to make it 3-1, the countdown back in 
Finland was on. 

Lankinen made yet another flurry of last-minute saves as Canada pulled 
Murray for an extra attacker after the Pesonen goal. He finished with 42 
saves on 43 shots, and the Finns were world champions. 

Lankinen: It’s all still pretty much a blur. You’re just so focused and 
zoned in. I don’t think before that I had ever been so zoned in and 
playing in such a flow-mode like I was able to reach in those games. 
That’s what I feel like I need sometimes. When the pressure is high, I feel 
like I get the most out of my body, but the most out of my mind, too. With 
all the pressure and high stakes there, I was able to come through and 
play my best hockey so far. 

Lammikko: Kevin was really good. Especially those last two games. He 
just stood on his head. 

Lehtonen: That was maybe the best feeling in the world. 

Strome: I try to forget that one from my memory. I had lost in the gold-
medal game at world juniors, and the year before that, I had lost to 
Finland in the quarterfinals at another world juniors. Your country expects 
you to win the gold medal every time you put on the Canadian jersey. We 
had lots of shots, lots of great chances. We just couldn’t score. I don’t 
remember that game too much, and I usually remember hockey games. 
It sucked. It sucked to lose, coming so close to getting a gold medal. 
Playing in that game, you really don’t think you’re ever going to get 
another chance to win a gold medal. 

While Russia and Canada went home in silence and sadness, Finland 
returned as conquering heroes. Four full days of drunken revelry 
(memories start getting a little fuzzy at this point) started with a huge rally 
in Helsinki’s Market Square, with somewhere between 50,000 and 
100,000 adoring fans, during which Lankinen and Jokiharju got in front of 
50,000 people and rapped along with one of their favorite groups, JVG. 

Lankinen: They loved it. The Finnish people loved it, too. Just a fun time. 
You feel like a rock star and you’re the happiest guy in the world. I will 
never forget that. 

Lehtonen: They were good. But let’s say it’s better they play hockey than 
rap. 

Lankinen: The first summer was crazy, right after we won. You couldn’t 
really go anywhere without getting noticed and being asked for photos 
and autographs. That’s the rock-star mentality you get in Finland. I don’t 
think you’ll ever be forgotten, just because there’s only so many winners 
in Finnish history of ice hockey. The Stanley Cup is a huge thing 
wherever you go, that’s the biggest ultimate goal you can reach in 
hockey. But I would say just because of the time difference, probably 
more people in Finland are watching the World Championships than are 
watching the NHL playoffs. 

Lammikko: That was unreal. You’re never going to experience that stuff 
again, so it’s a great memory. Well, maybe. You never know. Hopeful. 
That’s the biggest event of the year. I don’t know why, but it is every 
year. Finnish people love hockey. 

Kiviranta: That happens once in your lifetime, probably. You never know 
when you’re going to win something as big as that in Finland. The whole 
country was going crazy. 

Jokiharju: It’s awesome having fun with your good friends, and you’ll 
have those memories until you’re really old. 

Strome: Next time you want to talk, let’s bring up some good memories, 
OK? 

Lankinen went back to Rockford the following season as part of a 
timeshare with Collin Delia. But as he did in Slovakia, Lankinen took his 
opportunity and ran with it this past season, seizing the No. 1 goaltender 
job in Chicago, showing the confidence that helped him lead his country 
to such an unlikely gold medal. 

Strome: I like him when he’s in a Blackhawks jersey, not a Team Finland 
jersey. He’s a great guy, a great teammate and competes really hard. He 
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battles. When he has a tough game, he’s pissed off the next day. You 
like to see that from anyone on your team. 

Lankinen wonders how long the shine will last on the 2019 gold medal. 
Probably forever, but memories do fade, even in hockey-mad Finland. He 
could be in the mix for a roster spot on Finland’s Olympic team next 
season and can’t help but wonder what it would be like to bring home a 
gold medal from that. But there’s another prize he has his eyes on these 
days, one that could cement him as a Finnish icon for all time. 

Lankinen: I want to go back one day and have another crack at it. But my 
first and main goal is to win the Stanley Cup with the Blackhawks. If you 
win the Conn Smythe and bring home the Stanley Cup, then you’re going 
to be a legend. 
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The Athletic / What’s holding the NHL back from capitalizing on sports 
gambling? And how can puck and player data help? 

 

By Sean Shapiro  

May 20, 2021  

  

The NHL isn’t shy about its ongoing foray into sports gambling. 

It’s a multi-billion dollar industry, and the league and its teams want to 
make sure they have a seat at the table as it grows and continues to be 
legalized on a state-by-state basis since the Professional and Amateur 
Sports Protection Act of 1992 was overturned in 2018. 

For the NHL, which is missing out on more than $3 billion in revenue by 
not having full buildings this season, it’s a required alternative income 
stream and teams are already starting to get creative with how to 
leverage as many sports gaming partners as possible. 

It’s full steam ahead with a slight hiccup that the NHL is well aware of — 
the game of hockey itself is holding the NHL back from really capitalizing 
on the full potential of sports gaming. 

Hockey is chaotic, it’s free-flowing and it’s hard to predict. It’s what 
makes the game great, but it’s also made it nearly impossible to engage 
in proper live betting or in-game wagering that’s available with the NFL or 
MLB. There are stoppages, but the stoppages are rarely set plays and 
unlike basketball, teams score too infrequently for a proper moving line, 
like one can bet on in the NBA. 

Betting on the NHL — and this contributes to its status as the fourth or 
even fifth most popular sport for gamblers — is typically limited to long-
term futures bets (who will win the Stanley Cup or the Hart Trophy, for 
example) or singular event based on the win-loss outcome of the game. 

“Even when it’s in-play, say after a period or something, it’s still pretty 
much only tied to the win-loss outcome,” said Dave Lehanski, the NHL’s 
Executive Vice President of Business Development and Innovation. “We 
now have a chance to blow that up and recreate the entire hockey betting 
experience.” 

This is where data comes into play. NHL puck and player tracking and 
deals with Amazon Web Services are partially built around creating intel 
for coaches and broadcasters, but it’s foolish for anyone to pretend that 
gambling hasn’t played a key role in the league’s sweeping adoption of 
more advanced data around the game. 

In-game wagering and potential prop bets are looming large for the NHL 
according to Lehanski as the league continues to dive into the data. It’s 

both a short- and long-term play for the league, with the league viewing 
these types of bets as a way to add revenue immediately and attract the 
casual fan and find additional outlets to connect with a potential 
audience. 

Take puck and player tracking as an example. Being able to track player 
speed is interesting, it creates a fun nugget for broadcasters, but from a 
coaching perspective, Winnipeg Jets coach Paul Maurice doesn’t care 
how fast Connor McDavid clocked in on the radar as he’s trying to prep 
his team for a playoff series against the likely Hart Trophy winner. 

The gambler, and the gaming companies, however, that speed opens a 
world of opportunities for potential in-game bets that the NHL is hoping 
will become more common potentially as soon as the 2021-22 season. 

According to Lehanski, the NHL views a world in which you can place a 
prop bet on a player’s top speed from that game, period or potentially 
even a single shift. 

Picture an in-game betting experience, in which before a center-ice 
faceoff you can bet on your phone which of the 10 players on the ice will 
have the highest top speed before the end of their next shift. 

The NHL has dealt with some snafus with the pucks in puck-and-player 
tracking and they are hopeful to have the chipped pucks back in play 
before the end of the playoffs, but in the long run it also presents a high 
volume of different prop or in-game bets. The speed of every shot will be 
clocked for every player, and that’s data that can be turned into gambling 
opportunities. Picture Game 1 of the Stanley Cup Final, and pulling up 
your phone to place a bet on which player you think will have the hardest 
shot during the course of that game. 

“There’s so much other data in there as well, like we could do something 
with possession time for teams or individual players,” Lehanski said. 
“There’s so much in there that can just create a totally new hockey 
gaming experience.” 

The NHL’s official gaming partners, and there are more than a dozen 
now, will have access to this data, and the league is going to be 
aggressive in pushing these types of bets as options for partners 
according to Lehanski. 

“I don’t think we are going to sit back and just say, ‘Hey, MGM, 
DraftKings, FanDuel, William Hill, here’s all this great data go for it,” 
Lehanski said. “Instead, we are gonna try to be more proactive in 
stimulating and driving and creating new hockey experience through and 
for our partners,” 

In theory, it’s a smart business play for the NHL. If the league is able to 
push new betting opportunities and normalize them — and remember, 
these bets only come off official data — it creates more of an onus on 
any other sports betting company to try to partner with the league in an 
official capacity, which would help further drive revenue for the league. 

“There’s nothing but upside there,” Lehanski said. “So we are going to 
have to invest and build a better experience with this.” 

There are logistical hurdles for in-game betting that Lehanski said the 
NHL is working on with its partners when it comes to the delivery time 
and making sure it’s realistic for a fan in the arena or at home to place 
that bet in real-time before a faceoff without lag. 

The data push isn’t all about gambling. There is a belief it will lead to 
better overall coverage and understanding of the game. Goaltending 
stats, in particular, have been discussed by the league. Finding a way to 
create better nuance with official stats when judging goalies is a key goal, 
primarily because save percentage and goals-against average have 
been the only official metrics for decades. 

Lehanski recently announced the creation of new shot and save metrics 
during an Amazon panel, including the use of machine learning to 
automatically track goalie performance in different situations. The goal is 
to create public-facing stats that show how a goalie performs on shots to 
the glove side, for example, or how they perform on breakaways. 
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“It goes deeper than that and beyond the goalies, too,” Lehanski said. 
“The puck and player tracking tracks where things go, but now we can 
work with image capture and machine learning on other things. Like if a 
puck goes to the corner, why did it go there? Was it a stick check? And 
look now we can track stick checks automatically, and maybe that 
becomes a new official stat and you can see who leads the league in 
stick checks each year.” 

It’s important to note that much of this data exists already and teams 
already have these analytics, but it comes from third-party partnerships 
or individual hand-tracking of the game. Teams also may have varying 
definitions of what a quality chance looks like. (As one NHL video coach 
said, “Some teams think a point shot is a quality chance, others think it’s 
a wasted opportunity.”) The NHL, with its new data, is trying to unify and 
better mass define those statistics and make them available to broadcast 
partners and eventually for wider media usage, and published in real-
time on NHL.com. 

The NHL isn’t committing to a hard timeline on creating a public-facing 
element on this data, but Lehanski did say that fans should have access 
to certain elements of this data and puck and player tracking during the 
2021-22 season. 
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Sportsnet.ca / For Leafs, heartbreaking Game 1 loss pales in comparison 
to Tavares' health 

 

Chris Johnston@reporterchris 

May 20, 2021, 10:49 PM 

 

TORONTO -- You wait so long for a series like this one and then almost 
immediately forget why you cared so much to begin with. 

To be inside a silent Scotiabank Arena as John Tavares tried and failed 
to get up off the ice was to have your stomach in your throat. The feeling 
couldn’t have been any more comfortable in living rooms across the 
country, no matter the colours on your favourite sweater. 

“You think about his family watching it,” Zach Hyman said. 

“Horrible,” added teammate Nick Foligno. “Life comes into play at that 
point, just seeing how he was in pain. It made you sick to your stomach. 
You think about him as a family man, too.” 

There was the Toronto Maple Leafs captain -- a father of two young 
boys, a husband and son who came home to chase the Stanley Cup 
three summers ago -- clearly disoriented, bleeding from his face and 
struggling in a confused state just 10 minutes into this playoff campaign. 

Paul Ayotte, the Leafs head athletic therapist, was immediately at 
Tavares’s side trying to stabilize his neck. His assistant Jon Geller was 
quick to react, too. Jason Spezza appeared to be offering reassurance 
while Joe Thornton, Wayne Simmonds, Mitch Marner and other 
teammates lingered nearby. 

Tavares had been part of a frightening high-speed collision with Corey 
Perry’s knee, an unfortunate accident after he got knocked spinning to 
the ice by Ben Chiarot and took the brunt of the impact to his chin, and 
the only tiny measure of relief came when he gave a thumbs-up while 
getting stretchered off. 

It was awful. 

“That was probably the most uncomfortable situation that I’ve been a part 
of on the ice,” said Leafs coach Sheldon Keefe. “It was really tough to get 
through, our players were rattled and concerned. I was obviously very 
concerned as well.” 

The Montreal Canadiens were concerned enough to send out a brief 
statement expressing their support during the first intermission. That they 
took a 1-0 series lead with a 2-1 victory Thursday still felt secondary even 
after Keefe provided an encouraging initial health update on his captain: 
“He’s conscious and communicating well. The tests that he’s had so far 
have come back clear.” 

Tavares is expected to remain in hospital through Friday and should be 
presumed sidelined indefinitely given the traumatic nature of the collision. 

The scene was eerily reminiscent of one involving defenceman Jake 
Muzzin in the bubble last August -- except that happened in the final 
minutes of a game, not with two and a half periods still to play. 

The Leafs were understandably stunned in the aftermath of the Tavares 
incident, allowing Josh Anderson to score in transition soon after the 
game resumed, but seemed to regain focus after Keefe addressed his 
players during the intermission. 

They had every chance to find a win after William Nylander tied the 
score. Carey Price was a difference-maker on Montreal’s side of the 
ledger, immediately assuming past playoff form despite returning from a 
month-long injury absence. 

Auston Matthews finished with 13 shot attempts. Price stopped the eight 
that got through and saw another hit the post. He then slid across to rob 
Marner during a 2-on-1 rush while the game was tied during the third 
period. 

That set the stage for Paul Byron’s game-breaking, short-handed rush, 
getting a step around rookie Rasmus Sandin and chipping the puck over 
Jack Campbell with seven minutes left in regulation. It will renew 
questions about a struggling Leafs power play that went 0-for-5 on the 
night despite generating far more quality looks than it was late in the 
regular season. 

Foligno hadn’t even seen a replay of the Tavares collision when he 
engaged Perry in a fight off the ensuing faceoff. All he saw was a 
teammate in a tough spot and an opponent who hasn’t earned the benefit 
of the doubt. 

“I just think it’s playoff hockey, first and foremost, so you’re not taking a 
backwards step to anybody,” Foligno said. “And our captain’s laying on 
the ice, guys. I don’t know what more I need to say than that. ... John 
goes down, I didn’t like it. It’s the beginning of a game, however 
unfortunate it is, and we fought. You get it over with. I think it takes away 
any grey. 

“Whatever happened, I think it just allows everyone to go back and play.” 

Here the Leafs are in tough again to start a playoff series. 

They lost Nazem Kadri to suspensions on their way to Game 7 losses 
against the Boston Bruins in 2018 and 2019, and never quite recovered 
from Muzzin’s absence while dropping the best-of-five to Columbus in the 
bubble. 

Keefe now has a decision to make on Sandin, who was dropped from the 
power play following Byron’s short-handed goal, not to mention a lineup 
reshuffle without his No. 2 centre. His group has 48 hours to ponder 
Price’s dominance. And the loss of Tavares will shift even more offensive 
pressure to Marner and Matthews, who did everything but score while 
playing monster minutes in Game 1. 

“It’s a big loss, it’s our captain,” Keefe said. “Good teams overcome these 
types of things and that’s going to be on us here now.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Stanley Cup Playoffs takeaways: Unlikely heroes help 
Panthers shift momentum 

 

Emily Sadler@EmmySadler 

May 21, 2021, 2:01 AM 

 

Sometimes, all you need is one shot. That was the case for Ryan 
Lomberg on Thursday night. The only Florida Panthers skater held 
without a shot on goal through 65:55 of fast-paced hockey against the 
Tampa Bay Lightning made good when he finally got his chance 5:56 into 
overtime of Game 3, zipping past Victor Hedman and scoring a 
breakaway beauty to give Florida its first win of the series -- and the 
franchise's first playoff victory since the spring of 2016. 

While the usual suspects contributed to Florida's 6-5 win -- Jonathan 
Huberdeau assisted on three of Florida's goals -- this victory was thanks 
to a few unlikely heroes. In addition to Lomberg and Gustav Forsling, 
scorer of the game-tying goal late in regulation, defenceman Radko 
Gudas also stood out in this one. His first-period goal and tone-setting 
physical presence made him one of the game's best players, and his 
ability to secure possession off the faceoff deep in the Panthers' zone 
and tee up Lomberg's breakaway in overtime was the difference-maker 
on Thursday night, getting Florida on the board in this series that's now 
2-1 in Tampa's favour. 

The other (accidental) star of the game for Florida... Tampa's in-arena 
audio technician? 

But, let's back up for a minute and start from the beginning of this game, 
which was yet another eventful, back-and-forth affair that's got most of us 
wishing for four more games of it. 

Down 2-0 in the first-round series and treading into must-win territory in 
Tampa Bay, the Panthers got off to a hot start as The Sunshine State 
series shifted over to Amalie Arena. Two quick first-period goals -- the 
first, a make-good goal by Sam Bennett after he was suspended for 
Game 2 -- had the Panthers up 2-0 and looking in control. 

And then the second period happened: 

A list of the six goals in Game 3 between the Panthers and Lightning, 
featuring five goals by Tampa Bay. 

Five goals for Tampa Bay, including a pair of power-play markers, 
chased goaltender Chris Driedger out of the crease and set a franchise 
record for most goals in single period of a playoff game. 

But if there's been one consistent theme in this series so far, it's that no 
lead lasts for long. A killed penalty, a power-play marker and a second 
unanswered goal in the third saw the Panthers rally back, and Lomberg's 
winner handed Tampa Bay a little piece of history they'd rather not hold: 
as noted by the game's broadcast crew, this is just the third time in 
league post-season history that a team has scored five goals in a single 
period and still lost the game. 

Bobrovsky's back... and here to stay? 

The Panthers' crease has been the subject of much intrigue all season, 
and that hasn't changed in the playoffs. Head coach Joel Quenneville 
gave veteran Sergei Bobrovsky the Game 1 start, but opted for a new 
netminder in Game 2 -- a decision he noted was not an indictment on 
Bobrovsky's performance in the series-opener. Despite his Game 2 loss, 
Coach Q stuck with Driedger, who's had the better numbers all season 
long for Florida, to start the third game. But those five second-period 
goals for Tampa Bay were enough to prompt the bench boss to hand the 

keys back to Bobrovsky, who was perfect in the final frame of the game 
and in overtime. 

Bobrovsky, of course, was in net for the Columbus Blue Jackets the last 
time Tampa Bay hosted a playoff game at home back in 2019. He 
stumbled early on there, too, but ultimately kept the crease and won the 
series. A different team and a different situation this time around, but... 
could be a story line to watch as the series continues. 

The drama in Game 3 hit its peak in the third period of Pittsburgh 
Penguins-New York Islanders on Thursday. To show the full list of 
penalties issued in the third, you'd need to do some scrolling. Five 
minutes into the third period, a full-on brawl broke out, with referees 
doling out 22 minutes' worth of penalties and filling the penalty boxes with 
two full lines. 

Even though the Penguins made no secret of their search for a centre at 
the deadline, their acquisition of Jeff Carter from the Kings still came as a 
bit of a surprise. 

Was the 36-year-old veteran, four seasons removed from his 60-plus 
point seasons, really the answer? 

Yes. The answer is yes. 

Carter's impact in this first-round series has been remarkable: He 
assisted on the game-tying goal to force overtime in Game 1, scored the 
eventual game-winner in Game 2, and on Thursday night he tallied two 
markers (including one on the power play) to help propel the Penguins to 
the 5-4 win and take a 2-1 series lead. 

This pretty much sums it up: 

Carter's not the only Penguin making us feel like it's 2016. Defenceman 
Kris Letang has been playing some incredible hockey, too, and that was 
on full display Thursday with a goal and two assists (including a helper 
on the OT winner) while logging a team-leading 24:20 of ice time. 

Without pal Pacioretty, Stone takes matter into his own hands for Vegas 

With the series tied 1-1, one of the biggest takeaways for the Vegas 
Golden Knights up to this point has been how much this lineup misses 
Max Pacioretty. After being shut out in Sunday's 1-0 overtime chess 
match, things looked a bit brighter offensively with Tuesday's 3-1 win. 
But, down 2-0 after the first period on Thursday night, it looked like those 
Pacioretty-less offensive woes were doomed to return. 

Then, as if someone flipped a switch, the Golden Knights' offence turned 
on. Three second-period goals, followed by two more in the third for five 
unanswered markers, gave the Golden Knights the 5-2 victory to go up 2-
1 in the series. They outshot Minnesota 40-16 by game's end. Vegas' 
first and last goal of the night came from captain Mark Stone, his first 
goals of these playoffs after failing to get on the board without Pacioretty. 

So, will Pacioretty be back for Game 4? Both he and Tomas Nosek have 
been listed as game-time decisions for Vegas ahead of each playoff 
game so far, so we know they're close. But we'll likely have to wait until 
Sunday to see if Stone will have his old pal back. 

The other big takeaway for Vegas? How well Marc-Andre Fleury is 
playing. Fleury's remarkable 2020-21 season continued Thursday with a 
strong performance in the 5-2 win. While his workload was a little lighter 
in Game 3, facing just 16 shots, he did have to make some pretty stellar 
(and sneaky) saves. 

Fleury makes crazy behind-the-back save to keep puck out 

Thursday's victory marked the 12th consecutive game that Fleury has let 
in two or fewer goals, a streak that dates back to April 11. 

Fleury has let in just four goals in three games against the Wild, and two 
of them have come off the stick of Joel Eriksson Ek -- and it would've 
been three, had his second goal on Thursday night not been called back 
due to an offside challenge. 
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Eriksson Ek has been a force in this series, continuing his breakout 
success this year that saw him tally 10 goals and 30 points in 56 regular-
season games. He scored the OT winner in Game 1, and proved 
dangerous again on Thursday as one of the lone Wild skaters who's 
found success on the scoreboard so far in this post-season. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Canadiens assert their style in Game 1 win over Maple 
Leafs 

 

Eric Engels@EricEngels 

May 21, 2021, 12:41 AM 

 

If Dominique Ducharme had charted this one out on a white board before 
it got started, it would’ve turned out this way—a 2-1 win for his Montreal 
Canadiens, who executed in all three zones and in nearly every situation 
at Scotiabank Arena in this series-opening game against the Toronto 
Maple Leafs. 

Despite losing 14 of the last 21 games, including each of the final five of 
the regular season, Ducharme said earlier on Thursday he felt the 
Canadiens were ready to face the North Division champs, that a week of 
practices in the lead up to this series had prepared them, and that he 
was certain they would assert their style. 

“We’re very confident heading into the series,” Ducharme said. “We 
expect our four lines to use their strengths and contribute. On the 
defensive side of things, I think our defencemen will be tough to face. 
We’ll get started like that.” 

It’s how the Canadiens finished, too, and with their arms in the air after 
an all-team effort helped them rock the Maple Leafs back on their heels. 

This one had a bit of everything, with both teams combining for three 
goals, 66 shots, 107 attempts and 81 hits. Every square inch of the ice 
was hotly contested, every race was tight, and the margin for error was 
as slim as it gets. It featured everything you love to see in a playoff 
game, but also one thing you never want to see in any game. 

It was just over halfway through the first period when Ben Chiarot 
stepped up in the neutral zone and hit Maple Leafs captain John 
Tavares. Tavares was sent careening to the ice and barreling towards 
Canadiens forward Corey Perry, who, in an attempt to get out of the way, 
jumped and caught Tavares’ head with his knee, cutting him and 
knocking him unconscious. 

“I don't know what else to do there,” Perry said afterwards. “I tried to 
jump. I know Johnny pretty well and just hope he's OK." 

There wasn’t a person in the building, or anyone watching the game 
anywhere, who wasn’t thankful to see Tavares put his thumb up to signal 
he was alright as he was stretchered off the ice and just before he was 
taken to a nearby Toronto hospital. The scene that ensued immediately 
following the collision, with a shaken Tavares trying to will his way back 
to his feet while a trainer tried (and failed) to stabilize his head and neck 
was beyond frightful. 

Canadiens doctors and trainers rushed to help Toronto’s medical staff 
secure Tavares to the backboard as players and coaches from both 
teams looked on wearing expressions of shock and horror on their faces. 

“I just saw John down,” said Canadiens goaltender Carey Price, who was 
watching from roughly 150 feet away. “I was pretty disheartened to see 

that happen to such a good guy. It was a pretty sobering reminder that 
hockey’s just a game, and I’m obviously hoping he’ll be OK.” 

Maple Leafs coach Sheldon Keefe updated in his post-game comments 
that Tavares was conscious and communicating well and would be kept 
at the hospital overnight and only released once tests proved he was 
“clear.” 

Remaining Time -4:18 

Keefe on Tavares' injury and Maple Leafs loss to Canadiens 

Nick Foligno, who fought Perry immediately once play resumed, later 
said he didn’t believe Tavares getting injured was anything more than an 
accident. He also spoke about the impact the whole situation had on the 
Maple Leafs and how difficult it was for them to regain their composure in 
the immediate aftermath of it. 

“It’s hard,” he said. “Just the human side. John understands it probably, 
and I think it’s just a part of the game unfortunately, but he’d want us to 
continue on and try and win. And that’s the unfortunate part; we didn’t get 
him a win tonight, and that’s the part that stings the most.” 

It’s the part the Canadiens had a big say in. 

They came out of the gate charging, notching 28 hits in the opening 
frame and the all-important first goal, which came two minutes and nine 
seconds after Tavares left the ice and play resumed. 

It was Burlington, Ontario’s Josh Anderson who scored it, charging 
through Toronto’s defence, clocked topping out at over 41 kilometres per 
hour before he snapped a shot off the middle of the right post and beat 
goaltender Jack Campbell. 

The Maple Leafs charged back in the second period with a goal in the 
fifth minute of play from William Nylander, but Canadiens goaltender 
Carey Price denied all seven of their other efforts in the frame. 

That was after he made 14 stops in the first period and before he 
stopped another 14 in the third—including a lunging blocker save on a 
Mitch Marner 2-on-1 attempt. 

“We always believe in this guy,” Paul Byron, who knifed his way through 
shorthanded and scored the game-winner from his knees with 7:16 
remaining in the third period, told Sportsnet’s Kyle Bukauskas. “He’s 
unbelievable. Every day in practice, he’s so competitive. We always have 
faith in him, we know he can steal a game at any point, and he was 
incredible tonight. He had a huge, huge save on Marner, and many 
others. 

“He’s our best player, and he really showed up for us tonight.” 

Price wasn’t alone. Nearly every Canadiens player was effective in this 
one, from their best ones down to the ones who were least effective 
during the regular season. If Price and Anderson were at the top of the 
list, Eric Staal was right there next to them. 

He bore the brunt of so much criticism after he followed up a woeful first 
half with the Buffalo Sabres with just two goals and three points and a 
minus-10 rating in 21 games with the Canadiens. They had given up 
middling picks in the 2021 draft to acquire Staal’s winning pedigree, 
investing in his Hall-of-Fame-worthy career despite there being little 
evidence he still had it in him to play half as effectively as he had 
throughout it, and it was looking like a total misread until he stepped onto 
the ice for this game. 

Staal stepped off of it having set up Anderson’s goal and after notching 
two shots and three hits and winning 50 per cent of his faceoffs. He was 
a consistent presence in front of the net and one of the few bright spots 
on a power play that sputtered and was shut down on five attempts. 

“Playoffs is a different atmosphere and different game,” Anderson noted 
before expanding on Staal, a member of hockey’s exclusive Triple Gold 
Club. “He’s been through it all, so he’s a great leader in the room, and 
you knew the presence he was going to bring tonight and the character 
that he has. I don’t think anyone was surprised by the way he played. I 
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thought he was solid in both areas of the game tonight and we need that 
moving forward.” 

The Canadiens got something similar from everyone on their side. 

“It was a real playoff game,” said Ducharme. “I said we were ready, and 
we were.” 

He saw the evidence in the way his defence boxed out the most 
dangerous parts of the ice, in the way all his players took care of the little 
details and came together as a team, and he felt Price helped the 
Canadiens suppress those Maple Leafs waves when they came 
crashing. 

“I thought we were pretty consistent on both sides,” he said. “And that’s 
the type of game that we want to play.” 

It’s the type of game the Canadiens will have to play again come 
Saturday, with Game 2 on the horizon. 
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Keefe just fine with Matthews-Danault matchup 

 

By Mark Masters 

 

The Toronto Maple Leafs and Montreal Canadiens held optional skates 
at Scotiabank Arena on Thursday. 

Sheldon Keefe isn’t going to try and get Auston Matthews away from the 
Phillip Danault line tonight, despite owning the last-change advantage. 

"First of all, I don't feel the need to protect Auston from anybody," the 
Leafs coach said. "He and Mitch [Marner], they need to take on the most 
difficult matchups. That's important for our team, especially when you 
look at Danault with [Brendan] Gallagher and [Tomas] Tatar. That's been 
as good a line as there is in the league the last few years. We have to 
respect that line. Auston and [Zach] Hyman and Mitch, those are three 
players that we like to take on those matchups. They've found a way to 
succeed in those matchups ... I'm not going to be hiding our best people 
from anyone." 

Matthews hit the scoresheet in all 10 games against the Canadiens this 
season, finishing with seven goals and seven assists. But the score only 
favoured the Leafs 3-2 when Matthews and Danault shared the ice in 
five-on-five play. The shot attempts actually favoured the Habs in those 
73 minutes and 45 seconds.  

"It's a little harsh to call us the shutdown line," said Tatar. "I mean, we're 
trying to create as much offence as we possibly can [while] being 
structured and ready to play on the defensive side." 

Montreal's top trio has all experienced injury issues of late. Gallagher is 
returning from a broken right thumb and only played in four games 
against the Leafs this season. Danault missed time late in the year with a 
concussion.  

Tatar, meanwhile, missed five of the past nine games due to a nagging 
lower-body injury.  

"Now he's 100 per cent and getting back with Phil and Gally, we know 
what they can do and we expect them to be at their best, bringing a lot of 
momentum to our team," said Canadiens coach Dominique Ducharme.  

Montreal has been off for more than a week and the rest has been 
hugely important.  

"You can't even imagine," said Tatar. "To be quite honest, I didn't feel the 
best at the end. I was really looking for that break there ... I think it's 
going to give me a lot of confidence. The body just feels good." 

Keefe on line matching: 'I don't feel the need to protect Auston from 
anybody' 

Despite the trio of Brendan Gallagher, Phillip Danault, and Tomas Tatar 
being among the best defensive lines in the NHL, Sheldon Keefe 
explains why he didn't feel the need to line match in the regular season to 
keep Auston Matthews away from the Habs' dominant defensive line. 

John Tavares is embracing the pressure facing the Leafs.  

"Usually when there's pressure that means you got a great opportunity to 
do something special and something that's very hard to do," the Leafs 
captain said. "We want to compete for the Stanley Cup. We got a great 
opportunity to do that." 

Keefe believes that Tavares' even-keel nature is helping set the tone for 
his team. 

"At this time of year where emotions can be both high and low, having a 
leader like him with his mindset and his approach, I think, helps level off 
those emotions," the coach noted. 

Tavares is playing in his 12th NHL season and has only escaped the first 
round of the playoffs once. But he's never entered a series as a division 
champion, which makes things a bit simpler.   

"We can really just stick to who we are and our game and really trust that 
because of the consistency we've built, the identity we’ve built as a group 
and individually," Tavares said.  

Tavares embracing the playoff pressure and setting the tone for Leafs 

With Toronto having lost in the opening round of the playoffs four years in 
a row, John Tavares discusses how he's handling the pressure to help 
the Leafs exorcise their playoff demons, while the Sheldon Keefe and 
T.J. Brodie praise Tavares' leadership qualities. 

There will be no fans in the stands tonight, but the Leafs are still feeling 
the love.  

"Knowing how dedicated the Leafs fans have been and how much 
support we get in this city, we definitely hold that and carry them with us 
even though they're not going to be in the building," said Toronto native 
Jason Spezza. "We know we're playing for the fans." 

"A lot of people have been reaching out," said Tavares, another local 
product. "They're just excited and just really enjoyed the season 
especially as we got to the last few weeks [with] where things kind of 
stood and things heating up. We know Leafs Nation is excited. We 
haven't been able to have them up close and personal, but we've felt 
them from afar and we're looking forward to playing hard for them."   

The Leafs wrapped up the regular season last Friday in Winnipeg. Since 
then they’ve held three full practices and enjoyed two days off.  

"The guys are just ready to play," said Keefe. "It's dragged on here the 
last couple of days. You're starting to watch the other series on TV and 
things like that and you really just want your chance to compete. We'll get 
that tonight. I know our guys are anxious." 

That said, the practice time has been valuable.  

"We kept the focus a lot on ourselves and our game and the things that 
we need to do really well to succeed in the playoffs, not just necessarily 
against one particular opponent, but just the playoffs in general," said 
Keefe. "The games change just a little bit ... a lot harder to get to the net, 
a lot harder to generate shots and opportunities to score. We worked on 
little things like that. And then just going through our structure and 
cleaning things up there.  

"It's been a really long time since you had three practices before you've 
played a game. We just touched up some of our details and then you 
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have little things along the way that are specific to your opponent. We 
addressed one or two things each day and then had our real final 
preparations yesterday. We really wanted to make today, as much as we 
could, just to be a regular game-day routine for our guys in terms of 
meetings and preparation." 

Leafs Ice Chips: The wait is finally over 

The Leafs will finally open their playoff series against the Habs tonight. 
It's been six days since Toronto wrapped up its regular season in 
Winnipeg. Since then, they've had three full practices, two days off and 
an optional morning skate today. As Mark Masters explains, everyone is 
eager to get going. 

Keefe confirmed that defenceman Zach Bogosian, sidelined for the last 
month with a shoulder injury, will dress tonight.  

Toronto will have seven new players (bolded below) in the lineup tonight 
that they didn’t have in Game 1 of the series against Columbus last 
summer. The Leafs will also have a new starting goalie in Jack Campbell.   
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Aging like a fine wine, the Perfection Line continues to drive Bruins 

 

By Travis Yost 

Travis Yost 

 

Aging like a fine wine, the Perfection Line of Patrice Bergeron, Brad 
Marchand and David Pastrnak is once again a big story in the Stanley 
Cup Playoffs. 

The Boston Bruins - Washington Capitals series is off to a wild start. 
Boston has a 2-1 lead, with all three games decided in overtime and the 
teams separated by a single goal. 

Boston has controlled the play in most of the series, but Washington has 
been able to burn the Bruins on counterattacks and defensive zone 
mistakes – always the great equalizer – a handful of times already. 

There is one part of the series that has looked rather disproportionate, 
and that’s in the minutes Capitals skaters have to deal with the Bergeron 
line. This trio has been dominant in the league for ages now, and is 
arguably one of the best lines in hockey again this season. 

Take a look at the early numbers in the series. The plot below shows 
shot differentials and expected goals for all of the skaters in the series. 
Pay specific attention to Boston’s top line: 

If you’ve watched the Eastern Conference playoff ringer of years past, 
you know this is standard operating procedure for the Bergeron line. 

At their best, they hem teams into the defensive zone and keep them 
there, playing keep-away with the puck and creating dangerous offence 
from the interior. In the rare moment they do not have the puck, well, 
Bergeron has won the Selke Trophy four times for a reason. Put a strong 
defence pairing anchored by Charlie McAvoy behind them, and they are 
a nightmare to handle. 

This is a particular challenge for a Washington team that has been more 
reliant on shooting talent than a possession-dominant game. The 
Capitals have incredible firepower, but it creates a matchup problem for 
head coach Peter Laviolette, knowing that whatever line he deploys 
against the Bergeron trio is going to have a limited amount of time with 
the puck. 

Through the first three games, Laviolette has opted to roll most of his top-
nine forwards against the Bergeron line, with no observable hard-
matchup strategy. It has been a different story on the blueline, where the 
Capitals have made a concerted effort to get Dmitry Orlov and John 
Carlson out as much as possible against the Boston trio. 

Almost 70 per cent of minutes at even strength over the first three games 
is rather significant; it also brings into question whether or not it’s a viable 
strategy for Washington. Orlov and Carlson are the team’s best pairing, 
and they were strong again this season, with the Capitals getting 54 per 
cent of the shots and 52 per cent of the goals with them on the ice this 
year. 

But they have been deeply ineffective in (admittedly) difficult minutes so 
far, and it’s hard to imagine a Capitals series victory without this pairing – 
and the forwards in front – playing better the rest of the way. 

I do think there is a question about whether or not the Orlov and Carlson 
pairing is worth breaking up, and for two different reasons. First, Orlov is 
the team’s best defender by a considerable margin, and the pairing’s 
defensive splits over the course of the season indicate he’s more of the 
driver than passenger on this pairing:  

Compare that to some of the minutes played with Nick Jensen, as an 
example. That pairing played 118 minutes together over the course of the 
regular season, but were a very effective unit. More interestingly, there’s 
indication that Jensen could be a better partner for Orlov than Carlson 
right now, and that’s less a slight of Carlson as it is a complement of 
Jensen: 

If you believe in the strategy of hard matching your best defensive pairing 
against the one line that’s going to beat you in this series, you have to 
consider making a personnel swap here. You cannot survive with your 
team’s best five-man units getting 40 per cent or so of the shot share 
over the course of a series – doubly so if your goaltending is only 
stopping 90 per cent of shots. 

Washington is still very much in this series. But they need to find an 
answer for the Bergeron line, and quickly. If they don’t, that same 
question is going to apply for the Bruins second-round opponent. 
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USA TODAY / NHL playoffs: Blues rip hits on defensemen; Connor 
McDavid shut down; Capitals, Bruins keep going to OT 

 

Mike Brehm 

USA TODAY 

 

The St. Louis Blues had a scare before Wednesday's game, but positive 
COVID-19 tests to Jordan Binnington, Vladimir Tarasenko, Jaden 
Schwartz and Marco Scandella ended up being negative during a retest. 

They then took two major hits during the 6-3 Colorado Avalanche win 
when defensemen Robert Bortuzzo and Justin Faulk left the game with 
injuries. 

Bortuzzo took an elbow to the head from Tyson Jost and was declared 
out of the game with an upper-body injury. Faulk was knocked out of the 
game by an illegal check to the head from Nazem Kadri, who received a 
match penalty. 

"It was a greasy elbow by Josty there," Blues forward Brayden Schenn 
told reporters. "I understand he was going into the battle, but you have to 
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know how to control your elbows. ... And a guy like Kadri, he can't control 
himself. In the playoffs, he's a repeat offender. Bad hits." 

Blues coach Craig Berube didn't have an update on the defensemen 
after the game. 

Kadri, who has five career suspensions, could be looking at a sixth one. 
The NHL has offered an in-person hearing to Kadri, meaning a possible 
suspension of more than five games. No date has been set for the 
hearing, which would be conducted via Zoom. 

"It's got to be a suspension," forward Ryan O'Reilly said. "It's dangerous. 
He's a repeat offender. That's completely uncalled for. That's awful to 
see."    

The NHL playoffs keep showing that the regular season doesn't matter. 

Edmonton Oilers star Connor McDavid scored 22 of his league-best 105 
points against the Jets this season, and Winnipeg had a 1-9 stretch 
before winning its final two games. 

When Game 1 was over, the Jets were 4-1 winners and McDavid was left 
without a point. He didn't have a shot until the third period and finished 
with two. 

The Jets used the Mark Scheifele line against McDavid and defenseman 
Neal Pionk also got into the Oilers center's face. 

"That's what I expect come playoffs," Jets goalie Connor Hellebuyck told 
reporters. "It's not going to be easy for them, and we can't make it easy 
for them. You know they're going to come with some fire next game and 
we've got to be prepared for that." 

McDavid had nine points in four games in a qualifying-round loss to the 
Chicago Blackhawks last season. He thought the Oilers, who outshot the 
Jets 33-22, played well in Game 1, in which the Jets scored two empty-
net goals. 

"I thought we did a lot of good things," he said. "I thought we had the 
puck a lot of the night, played in their zone, put a lot of pucks there. We 
just didn't find a way to get one. They get a tip, we didn't get a tip. That's 
playoff hockey." 

The Washington Capitals have thrown all sorts of lineup curves at the 
Boston Bruins this postseason. 

But the results have been the same: The game goes to overtime. 

Craig Smith settled the latest one for a 3-2 Game 3 win that gave the 
Bruins a 2-1 lead in their playoff series. 

The Capitals used their third different starting goalie in the series as Ilya 
Samsonov, along with forward Evgeny Kuznetsov, joined the lineup after 
exiting COVID-19 protocol. 

Samsonov, who made 40 saves in his playoff debut and first action since 
May 1, stopped the puck in the trapezoid for his defense and was slow 
getting back to his crease. Smith outraced Justin Schultz to the puck and 
scored on a wraparound. 

"It looked like one of them went for 'leave it' and one went for an outlet 
pass," Capitals coach Peter Laviolette said. "There was just a little bit of 
a miscommunication, so it was a tough break the way the game ended. I 
thought Sammy played a hell of a game for us." 

The Capitals and Bruins have had 11 consecutive one-goal games in 
their playoff meetings. Four games in their 2012 series went to overtime. 
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