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Scouting the Lightning: What the Canes can expect in the second-round playoff series  

By Justin Pelletier  

Despite the overall parity in the modern National Hockey 
League, it’s still rare for a defending Stanley Cup champion 
to miss the playoffs the following season. We’re talking 
three-times-in-a-16-team-playoff-era rare. 

It’s no shock that the defending bubble-hockey champion 
Tampa Bay Lightning is back in the hunt. What it took to get 
them there — legally — was a feat of salary cap gymnastics. 

That the Lightning found a way to stash injured superstar 
Nikita Kucherov on the long-term injured reserve long 
enough to postpone his salary cap hit for a full season is 
pure genius. Devious, but genius. Against the spirit of the 
salary cap rules. But genius. Borderline unfair, but, well, you 
get the point.  

But, the Lightning is far more than just Kucherov. The team 
did make the playoffs without him, and they did so also 
without captain and team lightning rod Steven Stamkos 
(whom the team had on the long-term injury list last season). 

So, with a quick turnaround for the Canes this week as they 
shift their gaze from Music City to the Southeast, here’s what 
the team will be looking for against Tampa — and what you 
should, too — starting with Game 1. 

The Bolts know how to score 

The one thing you might question when reinserting Kucherov 
into the lineup is what that could do to the team’s chemistry. 
The lines had been pretty well established over the 56-game 
season, and certain players were used to playing with one 
another. 

But adding Kucherov? No problem.  

The Lightning leads the league in goals in the playoffs with 
24, and the scoring dispersal is pretty even. Brayden Point 
and Alex Killorn each have four goals for Tampa, Kucherov 
and Stamkos have three each and Anthony Cirelli, Yanni 
Gourde, Ondrej Palat and Ross Colton have two apiece. All 
four lines are represented, which makes matching up against 
the Lightning tough. 

One thing Tampa doesn’t have is a goal from its blue line. 
Not that it’s seemed to matter so far, but it could. Victor 
Hedman and Mikhail Sergachev are certainly capable, and 
Hedman does have eight assists (though seven of those are 
on the power play), but if the Canes are able to pinch off their 
forward production there is an avenue to slow down the 
scoring machine. 

Just how good is the Lightning on the power play? 

To say that the Tampa Bay Lightning is good on the power 
play is to say that Luciano Pavarotti is ‘OK’ at singing. 
Among the 16 teams in the first round, the Lightning is 
second only to the Avalanche in power-play percentage, 
clicking at a 40 percent clip. That allowed Tampa to average 

four goals per game over six games against Florida. A top 
unit that includes Stamkos, Kucherov, Point, Hedman and 
Killorn has been fun to watch, even when they haven’t 
scored (which hasn’t been often).  

Part of the series against Nashville that so frustrated the 
Hurricanes’ faithful was an apparent disparity in penalties 
(which Nashville coach John Hynes debunked during a news 
conference between Games 5 and 6). The outlier in an 
otherwise evenly called series was Game 2, a game in which 
the Predators did a great job goading the Canes into 
retaliatory penalties. If the Canes slip and take a spate of 
penalties against that Tampa power play, that’s trouble. 

Surprising in the crease 

One of the big pieces of the Lightning’s run to the title a year 
ago was the play of hulking keeper Andrei Vasilevskiy, who 
posted a 1.90 goals-against average and a .941 save 
percentage, which was second only to Carey Price of 
Montreal among goalies who played more than 10 games in 
the playoffs.  

In this year’s Round 1, though, against an equally talented 
offensive club in Florida, his numbers weren’t so gaudy. He’s 
allowed 16 goals in six games, a 2.64 GAA. His 16 goals 
allowed are third-most in the playoffs to date, behind only 
Pittsburgh’s Tristan Jarry and Nashville’s Juuse Saros (both 
of whom have been eliminated). With the Canes top scoring 
units still finding their footing in these playoffs, this would 
seem to be a favorable matchup, at least for now.  

Why Tampa is in a different division 

For the past seven seasons, the Hurricanes have played in 
the Metropolitan Division. And for the first five years of that 
division’s existence, the Canes didn’t finish higher than sixth 
in the eight-team grouping. In 2019 and 2020, they were 
fourth and earned playoff berths under two different formats. 

The Lightning, meanwhile, after being in the Southeast 
Division with Carolina for years, was separated from its 
former division rivals to form the “Flortheast,” a scrambled 
Eastern Division that included mostly former Adams Division 
foes, plus Florida teams. So, with scheduling being what it 
was, despite Carolina being one of the more geographically 
adjacent NHL cities to Tampa, the teams played far fewer 
games against each other than in previous seasons. 

That changed this season, with the teams meeting eight 
times over 56 games. The Canes went 4-3-1 in those games, 
with Carolina winning the most recent of the eight meetings, 
4-1 on April 20. 

Hurricanes vs. Lightning 

When: Sunday, May 30, 5 p.m. 

Where: PNC Arena 

Watch: NBCSN
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Here’s when the Hurricanes vs. Lightning NHL playoff series begins and how to watch  

By Chip Alexander  

Who’s ready for more playoff hockey? 

The Carolina Hurricanes will host the Tampa Bay Lightning 
on Sunday at 5 p.m. in Game 1 of their second-round 
Stanley Cup playoff series at PNC Arena, the NHL 
announced Friday. 

Game 2 also will be played at PNC Arena before the series 
shifts to Amalie Arena in Tampa, Florida, for Game 3 and 
Game 4. 

The Canes, who won the Central Division, have the home-
ice advantage in the series against Tampa Bay, the 2020 
Stanley Cup champion. Don Waddell, the Canes’ president 
and general manager, said Friday that attendance could top 
16,000 in the first two games with the possibility of a full 
building at some point should Carolina continue to advance. 

“It’s going to be another expense if we want to take that next 
step,” Waddell said. “But forget about the expense. If we can 
do it we’re going to do it because having the building full is 
very exciting not only for the fans but more importantly the 
players.” 

Waddell, in looking as the financial aspects of being in the 
playoffs, said there is not as big a gain as many might 
believe because of the costs involved. “Where you do benefit 
from the playoffs, and we saw it three years ago, is the 
season-ticket bump we got the following year,” he added. 

The Lightning closed out the Florida Panthers is six games, 
taking a 4-0 victory in Game 6 on Wednesday. The Canes 

then followed with a 4-3 overtime win Thursday to clinch their 
first-round series with the Nashville Predators in six games. 

In sizing up the matchup against the Lightning, Waddell said, 
“You’ve got to try to stay out of the penalty box. I think 
they’re running about 40 percent on their power play, which 
is remarkable. The five guys they can put out there to run the 
power play is pretty darn good, maybe the best.  

“Both teams skate very well. I think there will be a good flow 
to the games. Obviously their goaltending is outstanding. For 
us ,we’ve got to be ready to play. If we are, it’s going to be a 
helluva series.” 

The Canes were 4-3-1 against the Lightning in the regular 
season, going 3-1-0 at home. Rookie goalie Alex Nedeljkovic 
was 2-1-0 against Tampa Bay, with a 1.02 goals-against 
average and .962 save percentage. 

Nedeljkovic started all six playoff games and had 24 saves 
Thursday in the clincher. 

“He doesn’t look like a rookie,”Canes coach Rod 
Brind’Amour said after the game. “He was solid and that’s 
what you have to have at this time of year.” 

Brind’Amour expressed pride in his team after the six-game 
series with the Predators, noting their resilience and ability to 
overcome adversity. 

“They take a lot of pride in how they play and how they 
represent each other and our organization,” he said. “You 
can see it. I think they also are hungry. They’re hungry and 
they want to win. They know that it takes a lot to win.”
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The absence of the indispensable Jaccob Slavin only underlined his value to the 
Hurricanes  

By Luke DeCock  

On the first goal, Jaccob Slavin skated forward, getting 
behind the defense and picking out a wide-open Dougie 
Hamilton at the back door. 

On the second, seven minutes later, Slavin took the shot off 
a faceoff win that Sebastian Aho tipped past Juuse Saros to 
end the series. 

The Carolina Hurricanes struggled without Slavin in the 
lineup. With him, they haven’t lost in the playoffs. He set up 
the two biggest goals of Game 6, completing the comeback 
to close out the Nashville Predators with a 4-3 overtime win. 
He made a subtle play to facilitate Jordan Staal’s overtime 
winner in Game 5. 

And that -- all of that -- pales in comparison to his ability to 
defuse attacks on defense with his positioning or a subtle 
stick, or the way he makes every player on the ice with him 
better. On Thursday, he was on the ice for all three Carolina 
even-strength goals, and scoring chances were 15-7 in the 
Hurricanes’ favor with Slavin on the ice. Only Andrei 
Svechnikov, who has struggled mightily to score in this 
series, was better.  

If there was any doubt about Slavin’s indispensability to the 
Hurricanes, and there really shouldn’t have been, the three 
games he missed in this series removed all doubt.  

“He goes in the lineup, we didn’t lose, right?” Hurricanes 
coach Rod Brind’Amour said. “He’s that important to this 
team.” 

There was a delicate calculus in play here, a balancing of 
present and future, at heart a gamble. Slavin exited the 
Hurricanes’ penultimate regular-season game in Nashville for 
precautionary reasons, then sat out the final one with a 
“lower body” injury. He played in Game 1, a Carolina win, but 
sat out the next three. 

The Hurricanes lost two of those in double overtime, Brett 
Pesce and Brady Skjei shouldering an impossible workload 
in Slavin’s absence as the games stretched out into oblivion, 
Jake Bean victimized on the Game 3 winner in a situation 
when he normally would not have been on the ice. 

But if those were long games, Slavin was playing the long 
game all along. 

“I think it’s progressing in the right way,” Slavin said. “As 
much as I hated sitting out those games, I think it was the 
right move. If we want to make a deep playoff run I want to 
be healthy in the later rounds as well and not push it too 
hard. It is feeling good the past two games. I felt good out 
there. I felt confident in my skating ability.” 

The time away may have been necessary, but his return only 
highlighted how much he was missed. His mere presence 
lifts the entire team, and not only usual defensive partner 
Dougie Hamilton, although he probably missed Slavin more 
than anyone. Hamilton made some critical mental and 
defensive errors with Slavin out, so costly in a series where 
every goal was weighted with extraordinary value. 

With Slavin back the past two games, Hamilton went from a 
partial liability to an overall asset, allowed to showcase his 
skills while obscuring any deficiencies. 

But it’s not only Hamilton: Slavin eats up so much difficult ice 
time, it allows everyone else to slot into more reasonable 
roles. 

“We all know he makes everybody around him better,” 
Brind’Amour said. “He plays with Dougie most of the time. 
That’s only going to make Dougie better.” 

Ron Francis may have had his failings as a general manager 
-- an almost pathological unwillingness to make changes and 
catastrophic misses on goaltenders Eddie Lack and Scott 
Darling, just to start -- but the extraordinarily reasonable 
contract extensions he nailed down with Slavin ($5.3 million 
per year through 2025) and Pesce ($4.0 million through 
2024) were his Mona Lisa. They’re both worth almost twice 
that much to the Hurricanes now. 

Nationally, internationally, Hamilton’s point production has 
tended to inject him into the Norris Trophy conversation in a 
way Slavin’s quiet excellence does not. That really started to 
change during the Hurricanes’ playoff run in 2019, when 
Slavin was introduced to the hockey world at large through 
his immutable presence. 

Two years later, his value was only underlined by his 
absence.
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The Hurricanes switched up their lines after warmups. It took another switch late to win.  

By Luke DeCock  

Was it subterfuge from Rod Brind’Amour? Or did the 
Carolina Hurricanes coach actually outthink himself? Either 
way, it ended up working. Eventually. 

The Hurricanes went through warmups before Thursday 
night’s Game 6 with the same lines they’d used for most of 
the series, but quickly switched to new groupings that put 
Sebastian Aho between the team’s two in-form wingers, 
Brock McGinn and Martin Necas, while rearranging all three 
of the other lines. 

That produced two of the Hurricanes’ worst periods of the 
playoffs, and Brind’Amour switched things up again in the 
third, one of the Hurricanes’ best. Aho kept McGinn but got 
Teuvo Teravainen back, and that line accounted for the 
game-tying and game-winning goals as the Hurricanes 
eliminated the Nashville Predators in six games with a 4-3 
overtime win. 

“We had a plan going in,’ Brind’Amour said. “It was just going 
to see what their matchups were, to be honest. When we 
saw what they were thinking of doing, we made the change. 
It didn’t work, obviously, for two periods. Then we changed 
that up again and that worked. Probably overthought it a little 
bit, maybe, but that’s coaching.” 

Four straight overtime games 

After Jordan Staal scored only 2:03 into overtime Tuesday to 
win Game 5, the Hurricanes scored quickly again Thursday, 
with Aho’s tip of a Jaccob Slavin shot coming 1:06 into 
overtime. That was in stark contrast to games 3 and 4, which 
went a combined 71:04 with the Predators winning both. 

“It was pretty awesome just to not have to play too much 
longer,” Hurricanes defenseman Dougie Hamilton said. “We 
were all pretty happy about that, I think.” 

This series concluded with four straight overtime games, one 
of only three playoff series ever to have four consecutive 
OTs. The other two went even further. The Chicago 
Blackhawks and Phoenix Coyotes started their first-round 
series with five straight OT games in 2012 and the Toronto 

Maple Leafs and Montreal Canadiens went to OT in all five 
games of the 1951 Stanley Cup finals. 

“Four overtime games, it could have went either way,” 
Predators defenseman Ryan Ellis said. “A bounce here, a 
bounce there. Obviously, it went their way tonight.” 

Jordan Martinook delivers for the Canes 

In critical moments of Game 6, the Hurricanes got a boost 
from Jordan Martinook, who at one point slid on the ice in 
front of Alex Nedeljkovic to deny a scoring chance and at 
another knocked Nashville defenseman Roman Josi out of 
the game with a big hit in the corner. 

Martinook’s physical play was a big catalyst for the 
Hurricanes as they recovered from a sluggish first period and 
dismal second to dominate the game in the third. 

“Martinook, he was having a good game, all the way 
through,” Brind’Amour said. 

Very special teams 

The Hurricanes’ penalty-kill allowed just three power-play 
goals on 26 Nashville chances in the series, and two of those 
came with the Predators on a two-man advantage, including 
the goal that put Nashville up 3-1 in the second Thursday. 

Carolina’s power play went 4-for-19, scoring key goals in 
games 5 and 6. Necas got the Hurricanes on the board after 
falling behind Tuesday and Aho’s power-play goal late in the 
second period Thursday gave the Hurricanes a puncher’s 
chance going into the third. 

Tailwinds 

Nashville held its first and only two-goal lead of the series 
during Thursday’s second period. It lasted only 6:02. Of the 
434:13 played in the series, the teams were separated by 
more than a goal for only 18:55. … Aho, held off the 
scoresheet in games 4 and 5, scored twice Thursday. He’s 
never gone pointless in three consecutive playoff games. He 
finished the series with a team-leading seven points (two 
goals, five assists). ... The Hurricanes outscored the 
Predators 9-2 in the third period in the series.
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‘Pick your poison:’ A 360-degree look at the potent Lightning power play and how to defend 
it 

By Joe Smith and Shayna Goldman 

Joel Quenneville has won more Stanley Cups than any other 
coach in the past 11 years, and will likely be in the Hall of 
Fame. 

But the Panthers coach still struggled to find a way to thwart 
the Lightning’s potent power play in their first-round series. 
Tampa Bay scored eight goals with the man advantage — a 
stunning 40-percent clip. 

Quenneville felt with Steven Stamkos and Nikita Kucherov 
returning for the playoffs, it was like Tampa Bay starting a 
Texas Hold’em hand with “a pair of aces.” When it was 
suggested to Quenneville that a key might be taking away 
the two world-class snipers on the flanks and force Victor 
Hedman shoot from up top, he chuckled.  

They still have Brayden Point in the middle, he pointed out.  

“It is pick your poison,” Quenneville said. “That’s why they’re 
the best at it.” 

The Lightning were outshot and out-chanced at 5-on-5 
against the Panthers, but their power play helped them 
advance to the second round. And it could be a major factor 
if the Cup champions manage an historic repeat. It makes 
their matchup with the touted Hurricanes penalty kill must-
see TV. 

“It’s nightmare fuel for a penalty kill,” former Lightning wing 
Ryan Callahan said. 

So, let’s break down what makes the Lightning so dangerous 
on the power play and how teams can try to defend against 
it. 

“What separates Tampa is not skill — a lot of power plays 
around the league have skill,” said former NHLer and current 
NBCSN analyst Dominic Moore. “What separates Tampa is 
the intelligence with which they design their units, design 
their plays. It’s kind of like Jiu-Jitsu, they use what you do 
against you. If you take one thing away, well that opens up 
something else.” 

The setup 

The Lightning go with the 1-3-1 “umbrella” formation that 
many teams use. The key difference for Tampa Bay is that 
their top unit is loaded with star power.  

Just as teams have trended toward a four forward and one 
defender unit that’s proven to boost shot and goal 
production, more are also leaning on their top power play 
unit instead of equally splitting time between groups. 
Tampa’s top unit has played close to 78 percent of the power 
play minutes in the playoffs.  

The first unit’s core has been the same for much of the last 
two years. Stamkos and his right-handed shot is stationed in 

the left circle, while lefty Kucherov plays on the right. Each is 
a dynamic passer and shooter. Plus, both play on their off-
wing which helps speed up puck movement and shooting 
that can challenge a goaltender’s lateral movement.  While 
there are some defensive risks to playing on the offside, Arik 
Parnass, now an analyst for the Avalanche, found that 
deploying skaters on their off-wing can lead to a higher goal 
probability.  

Point plays in the slot between the wingers, to round out the 
‘three’ of the umbrella formation. Alex Killorn helps provide a 
screen in front of the crease, and is at the ready for 
deflections and second chance shots, and Hedman is up at 
the point. 

Tampa Bay’s approach focuses on puck movement and 
reads, with three one-timer options up top and both flanks. 
What strikes Marty St. Louis about the Lightning power play 
is how there’s not really many set plays.  

“They just read off one another,” he said. “And with great 
playmakers and game-breakers, they can make you pay if 
you over defend one thing. It’s like chess the way they do it.” 

How the Lightning generate offense  

“Everyone looks at the highlights and sees the puck go in the 
net, but they don’t see the step that happens before you get 
there,” coach Jon Cooper said. “It’s the breakout, the shot 
before that happens, the retrieval, where guys know where 
other guys are going. Ultimately, guys’ playmaking and skill 
has to take over, and it does. They are highly skilled and the 
power play is an art to them. It’s on full display. But so much 
more goes into it than just ‘the puck ends up in the net.’” 

It starts with getting the puck in the offensive zone, which is 
one of the first objectives of the power play according to the 
work of Parnass, followed by maintaining possession, quickly 
getting into formation, and generating scoring chances. 

The Lightning have two of the best in terms of zone entries in 
Point and Kucherov, which allows the power play plenty of 
time to set up. Point’s one of the best at bringing the puck 
into the offensive zone at 5-on-5 too both in terms of the rate 
of entries and carry-in percentage, according to Corey 
Sznajder’s tracking data. That translates to the power play, 
where he often has more space because not only are their 
opponents down a player, but have to face-off against the 
team’s best at once.  

What makes Point so effective carrying the puck in? 

“He’s inherently good at it,” Moore said. “It’s his speed, 
timing, lateral movement with the puck is as good or better 
than anyone in the league… Being a smaller guy helps him 
be agile. I feel all those teams that try to have a 1-3 or play 
back, and you drop it to Point when you’re not gapped up, 
you’ve got no chance.” 
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Do you try to disrupt the drop pass? 

“If they see you, they’ll adjust and all of a sudden, they 
stretch pass it and Point doesn’t come back,” Moore said. 
“It’s a constant cat and mouse game, especially in the 
playoffs when you go up against teams over and over. That’s 
where the coaching adjustments come in.” 

Quick regroups help make the most of the power play clock, 
and with puck possession, the Lightning can get into 
formation and get to work. All but one of the Lightning’s eight 
postseason goals was scored while in formation in the 
offensive zone.  

Stamkos said the top unit has a lot of experience together, 
which helps their chemistry and their reads.  

“We’re a familiar group with each other, we’ve played 
together a long time now. The power play has clicked and 
been a big part of our success,” Stamkos said. 

Through six playoff games, the Lightning have created a high 
volume of shots — about 94 unblocked shot attempts per 60. 
Expected goals, which weighs in shot type, angle, distance, 
and whether it was a rush or second chance opportunity 
among other factors, can be used as a proxy for shot quality; 
Tampa Bay’s generated 8.3 expected goals per 60. They’ve 
out-performed that by a lot, scoring at a rate of 18.91 goals 
per 60.  

The heat maps below help give a glimpse into that offensive 
generation, with orange and brown tones representing where 
the team frequently shoots from, and purple areas showing 
where they rarely shoot.  

Six games is already a small sample, it’s even smaller when 
breaking it down into just power play time; the Lightning have 
only played about 25 minutes on the man-advantage so far. 
Operating at 40 percent may not be sustainable long-term, 
but there’s clearly a difference between their production now 
versus during the regular season when they clicked at 22.2 
percent (ninth in the league). The team’s shooting the puck 
and getting to the quality areas more often. Much of that has 
to do with a key addition for the playoffs.  

Runs through Kucherov 

Ryan McDonagh and Blake Coleman believe Kucherov is 
one of the best in the world at the half wall spot, partly due to 
his elite hockey IQ, partly due to his skill and playmaking 
ability. The power play runs through him.  

“What he’s able to do is read the layers,” St. Louis said. 
“He’s not just making one read, he’s making a bunch of 
reads at once. And he usually makes the best play. Not just 
a play. He usually can find the best play through multiple 
layers of reads. He knows where not just where his guys are, 
he knows where the opponents are, whether he’s a righty or 
lefty, there’s so many calculations he has to do and very 
quickly be able to execute the best possible play.” 

Kucherov had to shake off rust after missing the entire 2020-
21 regular season and get back up to speed after hip surgery 
last offseason. That appeared to impede his 5-on-5 game a 
bit when the series opened, but not on the power play. When 
the Lightning are in formation on the man-advantage, their 

winger can stay somewhat stationary while dishing the puck 
or firing it on net.   

“He can see the right play happening two plays before it’s 
there,” McDonagh said. “His anticipation, his understanding 
of who is going to be the guy open is world class. There are 
guys that can see a play there, but not necessarily make it all 
the time.” 

With the return of Kucherov the team “added another level to 
the power play,” according to Killorn. 

“He’s one of the best, if not the best, half wall guy in the 
entire NHL. He makes players around him a lot better. He’s 
finding Pointer. If you take Pointer away, Stammer is open. If 
you take Stammer away, I’m open in front. If you take me 
away, Hedman is free. When Kuch can find those guys, it’s 
very difficult.”  

The shooters 

It’s tough enough when you have one of the generation’s 
most prolific goal scorers in Stamkos on one flank. And he’s 
not making it any easier this postseason, he’s firing the puck 
at the highest rate of any skater in the playoffs –– most of 
which have come from ‘his office’ in the left circle.  

It’s where the sniper has clustered so many of his shots 
throughout his career, especially on the power play.  It’s 
where Stamkos scored the series-clinching goal in Game 6. 

The shot maps below from HockeyViz highlight just how 
many of those power play attempts have been taken from 
that area of the ice. 

What makes Stamkos and Kucherov so unique is they’re 
among the best at one-timing any pass.  

“Front foot, back foot, short side, far side,” St. Louis said of 
Stamkos. “He doesn’t just shoot — he shoots to score every 
time. 

“There are certain times you’re just shooting it trying to get it 
on net, and shooting it as quick as possible,” Stamkos said. 
“Other times, if you know a goalie has a tendency to 
anticipate well and slide over, I have to go back against the 
grain. There are different moments where you can think 
before you shoot.” 

According to Parnass, one-timers are one of the most 
dangerous shots, aside from tips, because the puck 
movement can catch a goaltender out of position. Ideally, 
that movement goes across the royal road, or the imaginary 
line that goes right down the middle of the home plate area in 
front of the net, forcing a goaltender to move laterally. 

Kucherov and Stamkos are just two of the shooters that can 
deflate a penalty killing unit. Point’s one of the best players in 
the league; he’s improved his skating, reads and reacts to 
plays at a high pace, and is incredibly crafty. And he plays in 
a scoring area in front of the net.  

There’s also Hedman at the point, who put his offensive 
impact on display throughout last year’s Stanley Cup run.  

“He can’t be afraid to pound pucks from the middle,” St. 
Louis said. “You create confusion, you create a chaotic 
environment. Now that’s where there’s breakdowns, and 
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seams open for retrievals. I think Heddy has done a really 
good job of shooting the puck when it’s time” 

During the playoffs, that shot hasn’t come as often on the 
power play. Instead, much of the shooting has been left for 
the skillful forwards around him.  

“He’s done a good job of pretending to go one way and then 
the other, feel which way the box is moving and all of a 
sudden go against the grain, and now there’s so much more 
space for that guy to shoot,” St. Louis said.  

The retrievals 

The biggest misconception about the Lightning power play is 
that it’s all skill and highlight-reel plays. Power plays are hard 
work, as Killorn mentioned; winning puck battles and 
securing puck retrievals are key.  

Case in point was Killorn’s zone entry on Brayden Point’s 
power-play goal in the second period of Game 3. Before the 
tic-tac-toe passing play of Stamkos to Hedman to Kucherov, 
who one-touched a pass to Point in the slot, Killorn had to 
fight off three Panthers to maintain possession in the zone.  

“It’s about possession in space,” St. Louis said. “As soon as 
you lose possession, it’s more physical work. I think ‘Killer’ is 
one of the best in retrievals. I compare him to Dennis 
Rodman, how he knew where every rebound was going to 
go. ‘Killer’ is really good at retrieving, he has a sense of 
where the puck is going to end up based on the angle of the 
shot. Honestly, you won’t have a good power play unless 
you’re able to retrieve and they do a really good job at it.” 

“Every power play unit needs guys to understand what their 
job is out there and ‘Killer’ understands, he knows he has to 
be strong on the puck and retrieve pucks when they go 
behind the net or in the corners,” Stamkos said.  

How do you defend it? 

“What would be your choice if you give them one of those 
options?” Dave Andreychuk asked.  

“I don’t think you want to give Kuch the puck, I don’t think 
you want to give up the Stamkos one-timer. I personally 
would try to let Victor Hedman shoot down the middle of the 
ice. You have the best chance of blocking it from there. 
You’ve got to stay close to Point because he seems to be 
able to find a way to get there. What I would say is, ‘Okay, 
we’re going to give up a shot from Hedman, they’re not going 
to beat us elsewhere.’” 

That’s the challenge the Lightning’s opponents face: Finding 
the lesser of five evils.  

“If you’re a killer, I always wanted to flush that half wall guy 
down as much as possible,” said Moore, an experienced 
penalty killer. “I wanted to not just take away that pass up to 
the top because it’s easy for them to use the bumper and get 
it to the top indirectly. In most cases, the most skilled player 
is the man on the half wall and I felt, ‘Take the puck out of his 
hands.’ It’s harder than it seems.” 

The Hurricanes have a proactive approach while 
shorthanded. While they can shut down their opponents’ 
offense with Jaccob Slavin, Brett Pesce, and Jordan Staal 
leading the charge, they have a more dimensional penalty 
kill. Their aggressive power kill excels at disrupting teams 
from staying in formation and in the offensive zone. If any 
team can ‘keep them on the run,’ it’s Carolina. The question 
is how much they’ll counter-attack against a power play this 
loaded. 

The Panthers struggled to limit shots and quality chances 
against on the penalty kill, and their netminders only stopped 
65 percent of the shots they faced.  

Against Nashville, the Hurricanes had the opportunity to 
push the pace of play and create short-handed offense. They 
were one of the better teams in the opening round at creating 
quality chances for and limiting those against. And they had 
the stability of Alex Nedeljkovic in net.  

But there’s less room for error in Round 2 with the Lightning 
as their next opponent.  

Andreychuk put it simply: “The easiest way to defend them is 
to stay out of the box.” 

Carolina’s taken 32 penalties through six games so far this 
postseason, and do have to be more disciplined against 
Tampa – although some questionable officiating has inflated 
that total along the way. So even if they can find ways to 
defend this power play, which won’t be easy, they certainly 
can’t give them this many opportunities.  

As Coleman explained, this power play is “typically one step 
ahead of the PK” because they’ve been together for so long.  

“They know what the options are before you get the puck. 
The best power plays have the quickest puck movement and 
multiple options that can hurt you, and it’s no secret that 
“Kuch’ is one of the best in the world at the half wall and 
world-class shot from Stammer, and a lot of guys that can 
hurt you.  

“I’m happy they’re on my side.”
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Five things the Hurricanes did to beat the Predators — and can carry forward against the 
Lightning 

By Sara Civian 

Much like the rest of the series — and the rest of the 
Carolina Hurricanes’ season, really — Game 6 of the first 
round in Nashville wasn’t pretty. There were no lacrosse 
goals, sparse offerings for the highlight reels, and it got off on 
the worst foot possible, with a Predators goal just 1 minute, 
44 seconds into the game. 

But the Hurricanes knew what they had to do. 

“I think when you have the chance to close out a team, that’s 
exactly what you want to do,” left wing Jordan Martinook said 
after morning skate Thursday. “You don’t want to give them 
another chance. We obviously know they are going to be a 
desperate team, but we’re going to be just as desperate 
because we want to close it out. (In) Game 7s, anything can 
happen.” 

In the fourth consecutive overtime situation and sixth game 
of the series, the Hurricanes eliminated the Predators in a 4-
3 decision. 

“We just keep playing — we’re a resilient group,” said Dougie 
Hamilton, who broke through shooting percentage regression 
for the game-tying goal. “We just keep playing no matter 
what happens. We just keep going. We’ve been in every 
game all year. There’s no quit in us.” 

That’s a good thing because it doesn’t get slower or easier 
from here. 

The Canes know all about how tough Round 2 against the 
defending champion Tampa Bay Lightning will be. General 
manager Don Waddell gave us his scouting report Monday: 

“They won the Stanley Cup last year, not by mistake — 
they’re a very good hockey team. The one thing, certainly, to 
watch from the first round is you’ve got to try and stay out of 
the penalty box. You know you’re going to take some 
penalties, but they’ve got to be good penalties because I 
think they’re running somewhere around 40 percent on their 
power play, which is remarkable. The five guys that they put 
out there to run the power play is pretty darn good in the 
league, probably the best. … I think both teams skate very 
well. There’s going to be a good flow to the game. Obviously, 
their goaltender is outstanding, one of the best in the league. 
For us, we’ve got to be ready to play. If we are, it’s going to 
be a hell of a series.” 

The good news? There might be an even fuller PNC Arena. 
Waddell said they’re working on getting at least 16,000 
strong for Sunday’s 5 p.m. ET puck drop in Raleigh. 

“We’re looking at every measurement right now,” he said. “I 
think we’re going to get 16,000 or right around that number 
come Sunday. We’ve already started looking at 
measurements that can possibly increase it. We still have 
quite a number of seats blocked off by the NHL around the 
benches and penalty box. Just got back in here a few 
minutes ago and am going to meet with the box office to see 
how many seats we actually have blocked off. I think it’s 
around 500. That takes away from your capacity also, so it’s 
just going to be another expense if we want to take that next 

step, but forget about the expense. Certainly, if we want to 
do it, we’re going to do it.” 

What else can the Hurricanes take into Round 2? Let’s look 
back at the five biggest reasons the Canes avoided a first-
round exit and what they mean going forward. 

1. Leadership 

Leadership thrives on the fine line between screaming and 
silence. The Canes’ leaders — namely, coach Rod 
Brind’Amour, captain Jordan Staal and alternate captains 
Jaccob Slavin and Martinook — all provided essential 
leadership in their own ways in the first round. 

Brind’Amour is revolutionizing the idea of a “player’s coach,” 
and he’s patient with his feistier moments so that they pack a 
real punch. He does this with a term my therapist calls 
“radical empathy.” 

“The way the players react to him is just incredible. These 
players want to play for him,” Waddell said. “I’ve seen it 
where it’s not always that way, but I know this team — they 
want to win for him. They don’t want to let him down.” 

He knows when to pack that punch — like after a few rough 
shifts when he knows his guys can do better — and he does 
it out of respect for them. His expectations of the team and 
its individuals give them confidence in their expectations of 
themselves. 

And, as Waddell said, they respond. Martin Necas’ equalizer 
came only a few shifts after a Brind’Amour speech. 

The other side of it is a closeness and a family bond he’s 
cultivated. 

Just watch this: 

Staal has elevated his play past what anyone on the outside 
expected in an effort to get the Canes to Round 2. Those on 
the inside, on the other hand, saw it coming. 

“It’s awesome,” Slavin told me after Game 5, when I asked 
him what it’s like to be captained by Staal. “You see the 
emotion he had there at the end. He doesn’t always show it, 
but that’s the emotion he puts into every single thing he 
does. He’s a great leader on and off the ice. He’s a beast on 
the ice. Off the ice, he’s just a great guy. He’s a great leader, 
a great teammate. He’s willing to do whatever it takes. I’m 
thankful I don’t have to play against him down low in the 
corners. I’m thankful he’s on our side.” 

I’ll let Necas, aka “Marty Jr.,” show Martinook’s impact with 
one facial expression. 

Don’t forget that right after this, Martinook drew a penalty 
that resulted in the Canes’ power-play goal. 

“We had to wake up. (Martinook) was doing his thing. That 
was big for us. I think he drew a penalty after that, and we 
scored on the power play,” Hamilton said. “That’s big for him 
to step up and the rest of us to follow. That could have been 
the turning point for us.” 
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Slavin came back from injury exactly when the team needed 
him and didn’t miss a beat. He uncharacteristically threw his 
body around to make a statement in his first shift back and 
has been absolutely dynamic since, including the work he did 
on Thursday’s game-winner. 

2. Resiliency 

I’m not going to act like these games have been easy for the 
Canes, or even ideal. Besides Game 1, they’ve all been nail-
biters with tons of blemishes and deflating moments. But the 
Canes have done what they’ve prided themselves on all 
season: risen above. 

The Predators scored first in five of six games in the series. 
That can’t continue against the Lightning, but the Canes 
have managed to dig themselves out of some pretty bad 
situations. 

“That’s not something we want to keep up, but again to flip it, 
we’ve shown that we’ll fight back. That’s the thing,” 
Brind’Amour said. “We’re not trying to give up the first goal, 
obviously, but the fact that when we do, it’s not over. That’s a 
real confidence boost for this team.” 

They scored three straight after a 3-1 deficit to win Game 6. 

3. Sebastian Aho 

You just can’t say enough about Aho’s demeanor in the 
playoffs: competitive, surgical, businesslike. He is here to 
win, and after this series has 31 points (13 goals, 18 assists) 
in 29 career playoff games. 

He nails the set plays and celebrates like he can’t be 
bothered to get excited — there’s a job to finish. Game 6 was 

a classic in that aspect, between two offensive zone faceoffs 
that resulted in a late-game equalizer and the game-winner 
he’d eventually net himself, and the power play. Nashville 
has been too good at five-on-five, and Aho knew someone 
had to break through on the man advantage to get this done. 

No player impacts the Hurricanes’ on-ice product more than 
Aho, and luckily for them, he’s rarely off. 

4. Sorry, haters: Brock McGinn 

I had an epiphany Thursday night that maybe half of you 
have already come to and half of you will hate: Brock 
McGinn reminds me of Brind’Amour in the playoffs. 

Brind’Amour, noted McGinn fan, smiled when I asked him 
about it. 

“Oh, I don’t know. He’s old school,” Brind’Amour said. “He 
could play back in the day, I’ll just leave it at that.” 

McGinn has been the difference on the road, with two goals 
in a brutal loss, and then a response to Nick Cousins’ opener 
Thursday night. 

He just understands how to play on a big stage on the road, 
and he’s fearless about it. Four points in the past three 
games, for the record. 

5. The Power Kill 

You say the Lightning power play is going to be a problem? 

Look me in the eyes and tell me the Canes win this series 
without this performance.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 29, 2021 

 

2021 NHL playoff preview: Hurricanes vs Lightning 

By Dom Luszczyszyn 

It’s the playoff series many of us expected from the very start 
of the season, and one we’ve been longing for all year: 
Hurricanes vs. Lightning. Two of the league’s best and most 
exciting teams square off in a duel for Central Division 
supremacy, the defending champions going up against an 
on-the-rise team that has finally arrived as a legitimate 
contender. 

The Hurricanes won the division and were the better team for 
much of the year. With the season series being split very 
evenly you might expect odds closer to 50-50. But while this 
series is a close one, there is a slant towards the defending 
champions who are obviously a very different team in these 
playoffs thanks to the return of their best skater. Tampa Bay 
has the early edge here. 

Series Odds 

The two teams split the series 4-4 with just one goal 
separating the two, but Nikita Kucherov is a major X-factor 
and that was plainly evident in the opening round. He is the 
difference in this series, adding an extra nine percent to 
Tampa Bay’s series probability. Carolina would be at 49.3 
percent if not for Kucherov, which would’ve made this series 
just about as close as you can get to even odds.  

Unfortunately for Hurricanes fans, we don’t live on that 
planet. Kucherov is back and he’s as big of a problem as 
he’s ever been and that makes the road to the semifinals 
much more arduous. It’s obviously not impossible, but 
Carolina is the clear underdog here now, a role that will likely 
fuel this team. They’re hungry, have a lot of heart, and are 
ready to prove they belong among the league’s elite as a 
true contender. There’s no better measuring stick for that 
than a series against a fully healthy Lightning team. 

Season Stats 

Like the Florida series, there isn’t too much to glean from 
Tampa Bay’s season stats. The Lightning were strong across 
the board as expected, but their overall numbers weren’t 
exactly elite. A 53 percent share in every major category at 
five-on-five is good, but it’s not world-beating by any means 
and obviously pales in comparison to past seasons. It’s also 
a fair bit worse than Carolina’s full-season numbers where 
the Hurricanes were three percentage points better in terms 
of goals share with the slightest of edges in expected goals 
share. Combine that with better special teams numbers on 
both the power play and penalty kill and it would be fair to 
call Carolina the better team this past season. 

The same goes for the head-to-head matchup. It may have 
been by the slightest of margins, but Carolina had the edge 
in goals at five-on-five and special teams. There was a clear 
expected goals edge in that latter category too that offers 
plenty of optimism for Carolina. The Hurricanes have the 
better shot and expected goal shares at five-on-five during 
the playoffs, but it’s important to remember the differing 
quality of competition there as Florida is a stronger team 
than Nashville (and looked like a tough matchup to the 
Lightning based on the season series). At even strength this 
series looks like it should be relatively tight, though how big 

of an impact Kucherov has to all those numbers remains to 
be determined. 

While this is a different Lightning team thanks to Kucherov, 
the team’s biggest strength in the first round as a result of his 
return is one Carolina is well-equipped to combat. Tampa 
Bay had the best power play of the opening round in terms of 
goals-per-60, but there’s a massive difference between 
Florida’s poor penalty kill and Carolina’s. Things won’t be so 
easy against Carolina’s power kill which held Nashville to 
under four goals-per-60. Yes, there’s also a massive 
difference between Nashville’s power play and Tampa Bay’s, 
but Carolina was second in the league on the penalty kill by 
both actual and expected goals during the regular season. 
It’s something that manifested during the season series too 
and though the Lightning have added a dangerous weapon 
to that, Carolina has the ability to slow it down. 

On the other side of things, the Lightning’s usually stingy 
penalty kill had some real trouble limiting chances and goals 
against Florida, while Carolina’s usually strong power play 
struggled to generate as much against Nashville. Tampa 
Bay’s power play vs. Carolina’s penalty kill will be an epic 
battle of strengths, but whichever team figures out the other 
side might hold the overall edge here. 

In the end, it probably all comes down to goaltending though. 
That’s not something the Hurricanes got much of during the 
first round, but it was what propelled both teams to the top of 
the standings this season and is what defined the season 
series. While these two teams may feel like high-octane 
offensive juggernauts, the actual season series only 
averaged 4.4 goals per game as a result of identically good 
goaltending at five-on-five. A .945 or .946 on both sides of 
the ledger meant both teams scored nearly one goal-per-60 
less than expected and both penalty kills did their parts. 

Unless the firepower on both sides awakens, this might turn 
into another goaltending duel as it has all year between 
these two teams. Both teams have a very strong candidate 
for the job, a microcosm for the teams as a whole: the 
established team/goalie with a winning pedigree going up 
against a rising team/goalie hungry to dethrone the best. 

Roster Breakdown 

Andrei Vasilevskiy is widely regarded as the best goalie in 
the world. He won the Vezina Trophy in 2019 and looks likely 
to add another to his mantle at the end of this season. He 
has a large sample size of strong play, even if it took until 
this season for this particular model (which uses data from 
Evolving Hockey’s expected goals model) to figure that out. 
Vasilevskiy finished the season fourth in goals saved above 
expected at 12.7, though he was second in goals saved 
above average with 21. That’s a strong season that makes 
him worthy of his lofty GSVA total. 

And yet, the goalie on the other side, the up-and-coming 
Alex Nedeljkovic, is just a shade higher and worth 4.2 wins. 
He has a very limited sample of 27 career games so the 
error bars for his projection are significantly larger, but in 23 
games this year he saved 13.2 goals above expected. In 19 
fewer games, he was half a goal better than Vasilevskiy, 
though Tampa Bay’s netminder has made up the difference 
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in the postseason so far (4.1 goals saved vs. 0.5 for 
Nedeljkovic). Nedeljkovic also gave this Lightning team 
plenty of trouble in particular, allowing only three goals over 
three contests and saving 4.8 goals above expected in those 
games alone. 

On paper, according to this model, it’s a surprisingly even 
matchup between the pipes. I’m a big fan of Vasilevskiy’s 
game and disagree that he’s the lesser choice, but the 
overall sentiment might not be so far-fetched. That sentiment 
is that goaltending in this series might not be a lopsided 
mismatch by any stretch — Nedeljkovic looks like he can 
hang. There might be much less confidence in what he’s 
shown to date due to low volume of games, but what he has 
shown in his short career so far has been very impressive. 
It’ll be a matter of which goalie brings his best stuff for this 
series. 

Despite the projected rating, the better goalie will still likely 
be Vasilevskiy and going through the two rosters side-by-
side reveals a similar feeling of big brother vs. little brother. 
The Hurricanes are very strong across the board and look 
pretty similarly constructed to Tampa Bay, but the Lightning 
are just a bit stronger each time. Each team has a loaded top 
line with star scorers, but it’s hard not to side with the 
Lightning. Same goes for a secondary scoring second line, 
as well as a fierce checking line – Tampa has the edge. 
Defensive depth is in their favour too ever so slightly, even if 
Tampa Bay’s is arranged towards balance. 

Really, the only area where Carolina has an edge is that its 
number one defenceman is better than Tampa Bay’s … 
which … uhh … might also be wrong. 

If Carolina wins this series, it might finally be enough for 
Dougie Hamilton to get the respect he deserves as one of 
the game’s top defencemen. He produced well for Carolina 
this season and was a catalyst for the team’s elite power 
play, but as usual it’s his five-on-five play that’s most worthy 
of praise. His 57 percent expected goals rate was 12th 
league-wide and he’s been the only defenceman in the 
league who’s consistently been near the top of that 
leaderboard for five years running. When Hamilton is on the 
ice, good things happen and that led to Carolina earning 63 
percent of the goals this past season. Hamilton had a 56 
percent expected goals rate during the first round which is 
pretty impressive considering four of the games were spent 
next to Brady Skjei. Getting Jaccob Slavin back was 
obviously a godsend though and the pair dominated the final 
two games. 

I’ll die on the “Hamilton is elite” hill and anyone who says 
otherwise at this point is being willfully ignorant, but taking 
Hamilton over Victor Hedman is of course a much spicier 
take. The model is all-in on it with one win separating the 
two, but that’s partly because Hedman played the last month 
of the season injured which seriously tanked his projected 
value. He too was a three-win defenceman before that and if 
he’s truly back to full health, then Tampa Bay’s edge only 
grows further. He was second on the team in expected goals 
percentage in the opening round at 50 percent. 

But even if we account for Hedman’s injury the two 
defenders are close and that’s probably not a consensus 
opinion either. Visually, it’s hard not to back Hedman who 

does a lot for the Lightning from the back end and can take 
his game to new heights in the playoffs as we saw last year. 
But the impacts at five-on-five really support Hamilton 
enough to at least make it a conversation. 

From the start of the season to March 27 (to ignore the 
injury-plagued final month), Hedman had a 60 percent goals 
rate and 53 percent expected goals rate at five-on-five, both 
of which were lower than Hamilton’s. Relative to teammates, 
both numbers were negative, and that’s while playing against 
secondary matchups. Hamilton plays top matchups and puts 
up better results. That’s been true in each of the last two 
seasons and though he doesn’t score as many points as 
Hedman, his impact at even strength appears larger. Against 
the Lightning this year, Hamilton had a 57 percent expected 
goals rate. Hedman was the exact opposite at 43 percent. If 
these playoffs go in a similar direction, it’s advantage 
Carolina and should provide a boost for Hamilton’s 
reputation. 

Having Slavin obviously helps with that a lot. Hedman rarely 
has a legitimate partner to play with, doing a lot on his own, 
while Hamilton has developed some strong chemistry with a 
player who is probably a number one defender in his own 
right. Slavin is an incredible puck-mover that can really do it 
all. He’s solid in his own end which affords Hamilton the 
opportunity to freelance a bit more. Add a rejuvenated Brett 
Pesce to the mix and Carolina has an excellent triumvirate of 
defenders that’s tough for any team to match. Pesce had a 
bit of a down year in 2019-20, but bounced back in a big way 
in 2020-21 to get back to the level of a legitimate top-pair 
defender. He was second to Hamilton in expected goals 
percentage this year at a shade under 57 percent. 

Tampa Bay’s next best defender to Hedman isn’t on either of 
Slavin’s or Pesce’s level, but the Lightning do have a solid 
trio manning every pairing to give the team balance. Mikhail 
Sergachev is a nice weapon to have on the third pair and 
though he didn’t take the expected leap to stardom this year, 
he was still a strong puck-mover that held his own at even 
strength. In the playoffs he led all Lightning defencemen in 
expected goals. 

Ryan McDonagh and Erik Cernak make up the team’s 
shutdown pair and despite playing tough minutes were the 
team’s best five-on-five defenders this season. They took on 
the very tough Aleksander Barkov assignment, and though 
they narrowly lost the possession battle, they won on the 
scoresheet by a sizeable margin. The shutdown pair will 
have a similarly tough task ahead of them with Carolina’s top 
line though they saw the exact opposite effect during the 
season: excellent expected goals rates, but McDonagh was 
outscored 5-2. It was 6-0 against Cernak. 

Sebastian Aho is not as strong as Barkov is, but “Playoff 
Aho” might be a different story. He was electric against 
Nashville scoring five goals and seven points in six games 
while being the strong play-driver at five-on-five he always is. 
Aho lives for the postseason with 19 points in 14 games over 
the last two playoff runs. He’s going to be a problem for 
Tampa Bay, especially if Carolina sticks with its super-
charged top line. The trio was excellent territorially against 
Nashville with a 61 percent expected goals rate and though 
they didn’t convert on all opportunities, it’s encouraging that 
the chances were there. They still outscored Nashville 2-1. 
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While all eyes are on the return of Kucherov for Tampa Bay, 
there’s a small detail that’s been almost completely ignored 
regarding the season series between both clubs this year: 
Teuvo Teravainen didn’t play in any of the games between 
these two clubs either. Teravainen was sidelined for all but 
21 games this season and though he’s obviously no 
Kucherov, his playmaking ability and defensive awareness 
was sorely missed for Carolina. He had a quiet first round, 
but at his best he can be a difference-maker. Same goes for 
Andrei Svechnikov who still has another gear left to hit. 
These playoffs and this series could spark that breakthrough 
to elite status. 

The Hurricanes are far from a one-line team though and 
possess one of the league’s most fearsome middle sixes. 
Everyone fits in the right place and has a role. In the first 
round, all three of the team’s lines in the top nine earned an 
expected goals percentage greater than 60 percent when 
intact. There were times where the lines were shuffled to find 
a spark, but it’s clear the way it’s usually set up is likely the 
most optimal.  

Vincent Trocheck has been a revelation for the Hurricanes all 
season, but for Carolina to win this series he’ll have to step 
things up a bit. He had just two points in seven games 
against Tampa Bay this season and only managed three 
points in the opening round. There’s room for more from him 
and the same goes for Nino Niederreiter who had just one 
point against Nashville. In the speedy Martin Necas though, 
Carolina has a bit of a secret weapon against the Lightning. 
He was tied for second on the team in the first round with five 
points, but more impressive was his heroics against Tampa 
Bay this season. He led all Hurricanes skaters with eight 
points and had a very strong 56 percent expected goals rate 
to go with it. Necas had a strong breakout this season and 
he has the potential to really make a name for himself in this 
series. He’s a guy to watch out for. 

While most will veer towards the guys in the top six as the 
guys that make Carolina go, it’s the third line anchored by 
captain Jordan Staal that was the engine in the opening 
round. Staal is the perfect checking line center and he 
showcased his two-way ability well against Nashville, leading 
his line to a very nice 69 percent expected goals rate for the 
series. That trio is a forechecking force and will cause 
headaches for the Lightning. 

The matchup game will be especially intriguing in this series 
because the two teams are built pretty similarly up front. I 
doubt we see power vs. power which would mean Staal will 
likely be in charge of keeping Tampa Bay’s super line in 
check. 

Last playoffs, the line of Brayden Point, Kucherov and Ondrej 
Palat were a cheat code and they’ll be an extremely tough 
assignment for Staal and co. The line has a solid 57 percent 
expected goals rate and outscored Florida 4-2 in their 
minutes together, but that pales in comparison to what they 
can do. Last year they outscored opponents 21-9 en route to 
a Stanley Cup and had a 65 percent expected goals 
percentage in the process. 

That’s a terrifying enough line at five-on-five, but it’s what 
Point and Kucherov can accomplish with the man advantage 
that’s really scary. Kucherov, despite missing an entire 

regular season of hockey, leads the league in playoff points 
with 11 in six games and seven of those have come with the 
man advantage. His ability to completely freeze penalty kills 
with his half wall mastery is among his best attributes and it 
makes Tampa Bay’s power play all the more threatening. 
He’s ridiculous in the best way and it’s nice to see him 
immediately step in and be a force. There was an 
acclimation period at five-on-five to start the series against 
Florida, but it didn’t last long and he looks just like his old self 
again. He’s the best skater on either side, and with Point as 
his running mate Tampa Bay has the two best skaters in the 
series. That’s usually a good recipe for success. 

That leaves Tampa Bay’s own checking line as the answer 
for Carolina’s own top line, and they too look ready to pick up 
right where they left off from the last playoffs. They had a 58 
percent expected goals rate together and upped that to 60 
percent during the regular season. They’re a problem, 
especially with Barclay Goodrow back and healthy (Ross 
Colton was not cutting it). He just fits so well next to Yanni 
Gourde and Blake Coleman, both of whom would be 
legitimate top-six options on another club. Here, they’re 
tenacious and annoying disruptors, ready to make Aho’s life 
hell. You may not see their names on the scoresheet as 
much as the guys in the top six, but the little things they do 
absolutely translate to their underlying numbers. They’re 
analytics darlings. 

That leaves the second line featuring Steven Stamkos, 
Anthony Cirelli and Alex Killorn — a line that looked a little 
vulnerable going into the Florida series. Previous stints 
together suggested the chemistry wasn’t there and down 
seasons from Cirelli and Killorn didn’t inspire much 
confidence. Six games later, any worries are out the window 
as their numbers together were identical to the top line’s: 4-2 
on the scoresheet with a 57 percent expected goals rate. Not 
bad, plus Stamkos and Killorn helped a fair bit on the power 
play, which contributed to both scoring eight points in the 
series. That was second to only Kucherov. 

Tampa Bay’s firepower is a bit more obvious than Carolina’s 
and there are a lot of weapons that the Hurricanes will need 
to nullify, but that wasn’t too big of a problem during the 
season series. Kucherov obviously changes the dynamic, but 
it was Killorn who led the Lightning forwards in points against 
Carolina and he only had five. Hedman had five too. Point 
and Palat had four in eight games, and Stamkos had just two 
in six games. That’s a rough look and the top guys will need 
to step up. It might come down to which stars on either side 
can solve the goaltending conundrum on the other side. 

The bottom line 

There is a lot of talent in this series on either side, but 
nothing will be given — everything will be earned. That could 
mean another grind-it-out series decided by goaltending just 
like the head-to-head matchups this year, and that’s 
something both teams will welcome just fine. They may have 
the reputation for fun, fast-paced hockey, but both teams are 
built for the postseason, ready for whatever style is 
necessary to win. 

Tampa Bay is the elder statesmen here, the favourite, the 
defending champion. The Lightning have been contenders 
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for most of the past decade and know exactly what it takes to 
win. They will be a very tough team to knock out.  

But Carolina is certainly one of the teams capable of doing it. 
This isn’t their first playoff rodeo having gone to conference 
finals two seasons ago only to get swept by the Bruins, and 
then losing to Boston again in the opening round last season. 
Losses are learning opportunities and this team too knows 
what it will take to go the distance after experiencing those 
two defeats at the hands of a very strong contender. It felt 

like the team had some deer in the headlights moments in 
those series, but I don’t think that’ll be the case here. 
Carolina is ready for this moment. 

Whether that means victory is much tougher to say, though 
the odds aren’t in their favour. The Hurricanes will need to be 
at their best because the similarly constructed Lightning are 
just a little bit better all throughout the lineup. Regardless of 
who wins, little brother or big brother, the fight to make it to 
the next round between these two should be a classic.

 

 

 

 

Hurricanes vs. Lightning playoff preview 

Carolina's resiliency to be tested against Tampa Bay's 
championship experience 

By Dan Rosen 

The second round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs features eight 
teams in four division-based best-of-7 series, which start 
Saturday. 

Today, NHL.com previews the Stanley Cup Second Round 
between the Carolina Hurricanes and Tampa Bay Lightning. 

No. 1 Carolina Hurricanes vs. No. 3 Tampa Bay Lightning 

Hurricanes: 4-2 to win Stanley Cup First Round against No. 4 
Nashville Predators; 36-12-8, 80 points in regular season 

Lightning: 4-2 to win Stanley Cup First Round against No. 2 
Florida Panthers; 36-17-3, 75 points in regular season 

Season series: CAR 4-3-1; TBL 4-3-1 

Game 1: Sunday (5 p.m. ET; NBCSN, SN, TVAS) 

The Hurricanes and Lightning will play in the Stanley Cup 
Playoffs for the first time. 

Tampa Bay, which won the Stanley Cup last season, 
defeated the No. 2 Panthers in the NHL's first All-Florida 
playoff series in the first round, winning 4-0 at home in Game 
6 on Wednesday to complete its fifth consecutive playoff 
series win, all in six games or fewer. 

Lightning forward Nikita Kucherov led all skaters in the series 
with 11 points (three goals, eight assists) after missing the 
entire regular season recovering from hip surgery Dec. 29. 

"I'm not impressed anymore, it's just how good he is," 
Lightning forward Pat Maroon said of Kucherov. "It's 
unbelievable. He works so hard at his craft and what he 
does. The way he works, his work ethic when he was trying 
to come back, working on his game and the little things he 

does, I'm not shocked or surprised by his performance in this 
series." 

Carolina advanced with back-to-back come-from-behind 
overtime wins against the Predators, 3-2 in Game 5 and 4-3 
in Game 6. 

Each time they were down going into the third period before 
scoring to force overtime. Forward Jordan Staal scored the 
winner in Game 5 and forward Sebastian Aho scored the 
series-clinching goal in Game 6. 

The Hurricanes have won four of six playoff series since 
2019. They defeated the defending Stanley Cup champion 
Washington Capitals in the first round in 2019, when they 
reached the Eastern Conference Final. 

"You knew if we got through this [first round] series, whether 
it was Florida or Tampa, for me, it was going to be the next 
best team in the League," Hurricanes coach Rod 
Brind'Amour said. "Either one, pick 'em. Stanley Cup 
champs, or I thought Florida played great all year. We're 
getting the Stanley Cup champs. We know what we're up 
against. We're going to have to be as good as we can to 
have a chance against these guys, especially now that 
they've got their full group back. It's a great challenge for us. 
We'll give it all we've got." 

The Hurricanes won two of the last three regular-season 
games against the Lightning (2-0-1), who won three in a row 
against Carolina from Feb. 22-25. 

GAME BREAKERS 

Hurricanes: Aho is the Hurricanes' most dangerous player 
because of his offensive instincts and talent, his speed, 
defensive acumen and ability to transition quickly out of the 
defensive zone and into scoring chances. Aho scored seven 
points (five goals, two assists) in the first round, including two 
game-winning goals. He led the Hurricanes with 57 points 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 29, 2021 

 

(24 goals, 33 assists) in 56 games during the regular season. 
Aho already is tied for fourth in Hurricanes/Hartford Whalers 
history with 31 points (13 goals, 18 assists) in the playoffs 
despite being tied for 28th in games played (29). 

Lightning: Kucherov didn't look like a player who hadn't 
played in almost eight months during the first round. He was 
dynamic with the puck on his stick, especially on the power 
play, where he stations himself in the right circle and can 
beat you with one-timers, passes through the seam to 
forward Steven Stamkos, or by moving the puck into the slot 
to forwards Brayden Point or Alex Killorn. Kucherov scored 
seven points (three goals, four assists) on the power play. 
Last season he led the NHL with 34 points (seven goals, 27 
assists) in 25 playoff games. 

GOALTENDING 

Hurricanes: Rookie Alex Nedeljkovic started all six games 
against the Predators, winning four with a 2.22 GAA and a 
.922 save percentage. He made 24 saves in Game 6 after 
making 23 saves in Game 5. Nedeljkovic won the No. 1 job 
with his play during the regular season, when he was 15-5-3 
with three shutouts, a 1.90 GAA and a .932 save percentage 
in 23 games. Petr Mrazek (6-2-3, 2.06 GAA, .923 save 
percentage, three shutouts, 12 games) and James Reimer 
(15-5-2, 2.66 GAA, .906 save percentage, 22 games) did not 
appear in the first round. 

Lightning: Andrei Vasilevskiy is coming off a 29-save series-
clinching shutout in Game 6 against the Panthers. He had a 
2.64 goals-against average and a .929 save percentage in 
six games (16 goals allowed on 226 shots). He was third in 
voting for the Vezina Trophy last season after winning the 
award as the best goalie in the NHL in 2018-19, and could 
be a finalist again this season after he led the League with 
31 wins, was third in starts (42), fourth in shutouts (five), and 
was one of three NHL goalies with at least 30 starts to not be 
pulled from a game. Vasilevskiy had a .925 save percentage 
and a 2.21 GAA. His backup is Curtis McElhinney, who was 
4-6-2 with a 3.09 GAA and an .875 save percentage in 12 
regular-season games. 

NUMBERS TO KNOW 

Hurricanes: They were 3-0 at home against the Predators in 
the first round after going 20-3-5 at home during the regular 
season. The Hurricanes' three regulation losses at home 
were the fewest in the NHL. Carolina outscored Nashville 22-
16 during the first round, including 9-2 in the third period. 

Lightning: They were 8-for-20 on the power play (40.0 
percent) against the Panthers, scoring three power play 
goals in Game 1 (5-4 win), two in Game 3 (6-5 overtime 
loss), two in Game 4 (6-2 win) and one in Game 6 (4-0 win). 
Defenseman Victor Hedman had seven assists on the power 
play. But Tampa Bay's penalty kill was 72.7 percent, allowing 
six power-play goals in 22 times shorthanded. 

X-FACTORS 

Hurricanes: Staal is Carolina's version of Killorn, a forward 
that plays a top-six role at even strength, and on the power 
play and penalty kill. Staal scored four goals against 
Nashville in the first round, including the overtime goal in 
Game 5, after scoring 16 goals in 53 regular-season games. 
He defends well and is among the best in the NHL at winning 

face-offs; Staal won 60.5 percent in the first round (75 of 
124) and 58.0 percent during the regular season (628 of 
1,083). He also leads by example as Carolina's captain. 

Lightning: Killorn is Tampa Bay's do-everything forward. He 
scored eight points (four goals, four assists) in the first round, 
with five points (two goals, three assists) coming at even 
strength and three points (two goals, one assist) on the 
power play. He's played on the second line with Stamkos 
and Anthony Cirelli at 5-on-5, in the net-front role on the top 
power-play unit with Kucherov, Stamkos, Point and Hedman, 
and on the penalty kill, averaging 1:58 of shorthanded time 
on ice per game against Florida. He's involved in every 
aspect of Tampa Bay's game. 

THEY SAID IT 

"We've been through a lot even though we're a young team 
and it definitely helps. This is the third straight year we're in 
the playoffs and we try to learn every year and every game. 
It doesn't matter if it's a win or loss, it's a process and I think 
we're on the right track. They are the defending champs and 
there's a reason for that. They're a really good team, and we 
have to play our best if we can beat them." -- Hurricanes 
forward Sebastian Aho 

"That's why [the Stanley Cup] is such a special trophy to win, 
because of the effort and just energy. It's draining what you 
go through, the war of attrition, and in the end it is the 
compete level that gets you there. And you can't let it go 
because if you get out-willed in a game, (you're) probably not 
going to win." -- Lightning coach Jon Cooper 

WILL WIN IF … 

Hurricanes: They play with the lead as much as possible. 
The Hurricanes showed their resiliency against the 
Predators, giving up the first goal in five of the six games and 
responding to win three of them. They trailed going into the 
third period in Games 5 and 6 but came away each time with 
overtime wins. But they can't bank on the same thing 
happening against the Lightning, who had won 41 straight 
regular-season and playoff games when leading after two 
periods before Game 3 against the Panthers, when they 
couldn't hold the two-goal lead they had going into third and 
lost in overtime. The Lightning were 4-1 when scoring first in 
the first round after going 22-4-1 during the regular season. 
For Carolina, playing catchup against Tampa Bay is a recipe 
for elimination. 

Lightning: Vasilevskiy is as effective and elite as he is 
expected to be. They need their power play to stay as 
dangerous as it was against the Panthers. At even strength, 
the Lightning need to defend well in the middle of the ice like 
they did in Game 6 against Florida. When they defend the 
middle, they force turnovers and that feeds their speed game 
going on the attack. When they're loose defensively in the 
middle they give up rush chances and/or puck possession. 
The Lightning can get stuck in their zone and that's when 
they become penalty prone. 

HOW THEY LOOK 

Hurricanes projected lineup 

Teuvo Teravainen -- Sebastian Aho -- Brock McGinn 
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Andrei Svechnikov -- Jordan Staal -- Warren Foegele 

Jordan Martinook -- Vincent Trocheck -- Martin Necas 

Nino Niederreiter -- Steven Lorentz -- Jesper Fast 

Jaccob Slavin -- Dougie Hamilton 

Brady Skjei -- Brett Pesce 

Jake Bean -- Jani Hakanpaa 

Alex Nedeljkovic 

Petr Mrazek 

Scratched: Morgan Geekie, Jake Gardiner, Maxime Lajoie, 
Max McCormick, Drew Shore, Ryan Suzuki, Roland 
McKeown, James Reimer 

Injured: Cedric Paquette (lower body) 

Lightning projected lineup 

Ondrej Palat -- Brayden Point -- Nikita Kucherov 

Alex Killorn -- Anthony Cirelli -- Steven Stamkos 

Yanni Gourde -- Barclay Goodrow -- Blake Coleman 

Pat Maroon -- Tyler Johnson -- Ross Colton 

Victor Hedman -- Jan Rutta 

Ryan McDonagh -- Erik Cernak 

Mikhail Sergachev -- David Savard 

Andrei Vasilevskiy 

Curtis McElhinney 

Scratched: Alex Barre-Boulet, Mitchell Stephens, Daniel 
Walcott, Fredrik Claesson, Cal Foote, Mathieu Joseph, Luke 
Schenn, Ben Thomas, Christopher Gibson  

Injured: None

 

 

 

2021 NHL playoffs: Picks for each second-round series 

The second round of the 2021 Stanley Cup playoffs is set to 
begin on Saturday, with the Boston Bruins hosting the New 
York Islanders. On Sunday, the Carolina Hurricanes take on 
the Tampa Bay Lightning and the Colorado Avalanche begin 
their series against the Vegas Golden Knights. The North 
Division is a little behind, so the Winnipeg Jets are waiting to 
see whether they'll face the Toronto Maple Leafs or Montreal 
Canadiens in Round 2. 

How will each of these series play out? 

We gathered our panel of NHL experts to hear their picks on 
each series, along with how many games it will take to get to 
the result in each case. 

East Division 

No. 3 Boston Bruins vs. No. 4 New York Islanders 

Ben Arledge: Isles in six 
Pierre Becquey: Isles in seven 
John Buccigross: Bruins in seven 
Sach Chandan: Bruins in seven 
Linda Cohn: Bruins in six 
Emily Kaplan: Bruins in seven 
Nabil Karim: Bruins in six 
Tim Kavanagh: Isles in seven 
Victoria Matiash: Bruins in seven 
Barry Melrose: Bruins in six 
Arda Ocal: Bruins in six 
Greg Wyshynski: Bruins in six 

Consensus pick: Bruins (9/12) 

Central Division 

No. 1 Carolina Hurricanes vs. No. 3 Tampa Bay Lightning 

Ben Arledge: Lightning in six 
Pierre Becquey: Lightning in seven 
John Buccigross: Lightning in seven 
Sach Chandan: Lightning in six 
Linda Cohn: Lightning in six 
Emily Kaplan: Lightning in seven 
Nabil Karim: Lightning in seven 
Tim Kavanagh: Canes in six 
Victoria Matiash: Lightning in six 
Barry Melrose: Lightning in six 
Arda Ocal: Lightning in seven 
Greg Wyshynski: Canes in seven 

Consensus pick: Lightning (10/12) 

West Division 

No. 1 Colorado Avalanche vs. No. 2 Vegas Golden Knights 

Ben Arledge: Knights in seven 
Pierre Becquey: Avs in seven 
John Buccigross: Avs in seven 
Sach Chandan: Avs in five 
Linda Cohn: Knights in seven 
Emily Kaplan: Avs in six 
Nabil Karim: Avs in six 
Tim Kavanagh: Knights in six 
Victoria Matiash: Avs in seven 
Barry Melrose: Avs in seven 
Arda Ocal: Avs in six 
Greg Wyshynski: Avs in six 

Consensus pick: Avalanche (9/12)
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He said it: Don Waddell on capacity increases and looking ahead to round two 

Carolina Hurricanes General Manager and team President, 
Don Waddell, addressed the media Friday afternoon. 

By Ryan Henkel 

The Hurricanes will open their second-round series against 
the Tampa Bay Lightning Sunday at PNC Arena at 5 p.m., 
and they’ll do so with over 16,000 fans in the building, 
according to President and General Manager Don Waddell.  

Waddell spoke to the media via Zoom Friday afternoon, 
here’s a full breakdown of everything he had to say:  

On Rod Brind’Amour’s growth as a coach: There’s no doubt 
that anytime you have that experience over time you’re going 
to be a better coach. Going through that first playoff run the 
first year he was coaching and going to the Conference 
Finals and what we went through last year in the bubble, 
there’s no doubt I see things he does on the bench, the 
preparation being the key there, knowing when to take days 
off. There’s a lot of little things that all add up to making Rod 
a better coach. Again, anytime you go through this as a 
player or coach, the experience factor is going to be very 
positive for you and the organization.  

On the challenges for getting to capacity increase 
milestones: It’s been a lot of time, a lot of work and a lot of 
financial burden. We’re fortunate enough that we have a 
partner in the Centennial Authority that’s assisted in that. 
This building as we all know, when it’s full, it’s one of the 
loudest buildings, I think, in the league. Even with our 12,000 
crowds in the first round. Now I expect us to be doing some 
calibrations today. Probably will be a little over 16,000 when 
we’re done. As everybody knows, we filled the lower bowl 
which is one of the largest lower bowls in the league so this 
crowd is going to be excited for Game 1 come Sunday. 

On Jordan Staal: Well Jordan plays a heavy game and 
Nashville was not an easy team to play against. They were 
very big and very physical, but when you have a guy like that 
as your leader who does it each and every shift, doesn’t take 
any shifts off, it’s easy for the other guys to look at that and 
react the same way. Jordan is maybe not the vocal guy that 
some captains are, but certainly how he approaches the 
game, prepares for each game, each shift is something that 
reflects upon the entire team. 

On the possibility for reaching full capacity: We’re looking at 
every measurement right now. I think we’re going to get 
16,000 or right around that number come Sunday. We’ve 
already started looking at measurements that can possibly 
increase it. We still have quite a number of seats blocked off 
by the NHL around the benches and penalty box. Just got 
back in here a few minutes ago and am going to meet with 
the box office to see how many seats we actually have 
blocked off. I think it’s around 500. That takes away from 

your capacity also, so it’s just going to be another expense if 
we want to take that next step, but forget about the expense. 
Certainly if we want to do it, we’re going to do it. As I said 
before, having this building full is very exciting not only for 
the fans, but more importantly also the players. 

On the financial impact for increased capacities: Every dollar 
we take in is a dollar we didn’t have yesterday. This is big for 
us. I’ve always said that the playoffs work two ways. In a 
normal year, there isn’t as much money in the playoffs as 
people think because of your cost of league dues, travel and 
all that. Where you’re benefiting from the playoffs in 
particular and we saw this three years ago, is the season 
ticket bump we get the following year. People get excited 
about coming to PNC Arena and seeing the players. That’s 
the bigger impact you can have on a franchise is having a 
run to the playoffs and getting people excited about it and 
getting them as season ticket members the following year. 

On Rod Brind’Amour and if he reminds him of anyone else: 
That’s hard to say. I’ve had some guys that coached for me 
that were ex players. I think everybody’s a little bit different. 
Rod, this is what he wants to do. He doesn’t want to have to 
worry about the things away from the ice, he only wants to 
focus on the players and preparing the players. So there’s a 
lot of guys that have done a great job coaching, but I think 
Rod’s style, the way the players react to him, is just 
incredible. We witnessed it last night in the post-game 
ceremony we had in the locker room. These players want to 
play for him, and I’ve seen it where it’s not always that way, 
all 20 guys carrying the same thought process. I know this 
team. They want to win for him. They don’t want to let him 
down.  

On the series against Tampa Bay: As we know, they’re a 
great hockey team. They won the Stanley Cup last year, not 
by mistake. They’re a very good hockey team. The one thing, 
certainly, to watch from the first round is you’ve got to try and 
stay out of the penalty box. You know you’re going to take 
some penalties, but they’ve got to be good penalties, 
because I think they’re running somewhere around 40% on 
their power play, which is remarkable. The five guys that they 
put out there to run the power play is pretty darn good in the 
league, probably the best. So discipline and we’ve had great 
games with them this year. I think both teams skate very 
well. There’s going to be a good flow to the game. Obviously 
their goaltender is outstanding, one of the best in the league. 
For us, we’ve got to be ready to play. If we are, it’s going to 
be a hell of a series.  

On Hurricanes fans raising money to buy season tickets for 
Emma Izzo and other children with special needs: It’s 
remarkable. We’ve witnessed it throughout the years I’ve 
been here. We’ve run across a couple hurricanes, and we’ve 
shipped truck loads of goods and it was all supported by our 
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great fans. Nothing surprises me with these Caniacs. It’s 
remarkable how they really want to be part of the community. 
Obviously we’re a big part of it and we love to give back also. 
But the way our fans have stepped up for different causes 
and particularly this one, is very remarkable. 

On Alex Nedeljkovic: He earned it. That’s the way I would 
look at it. He definitely earned it. I watched him in the 
American League playoffs a few years ago in Charlotte when 

they won the Calder Cup championship and I’ve always said 
it doesn’t matter what level you’re playing for, there’s going 
to be an immense amount of pressure. He had pressure in 
the American League and he performed very well. Saying 
that, what he did throughout the season was remarkable. It 
was great and he got the nod to go in in Game 1 and he’s 
carried the ball and here we are sitting here, ready to go 
Sunday for Game 1 of the second round.

 

Recapping the Hurricanes-Lightning regular season series 

As the Hurricanes and Lightning get set for a second-round 
playoff series, here’s a look back at an incredibly even 
regular season series between the two teams.  

By Alec_Sawyer 

After taking care of the Nashville Predators in six games, the 
Carolina Hurricanes will now move on to the second round of 
the Stanley Cup Playoffs and a meeting with the defending 
champs, the Tampa Bay Lightning.  

Like with every Central Division opponent the Canes saw the 
Lightning plenty this year, facing off against them eight times. 
The series was remarkably even, with both teams finishing 
with a 4-3-1 record against the other.  

Here are some quick stats about the season series: 

Records 

 Canes: 4-3-1 

 Lightning 4-3-1 

Goals For 

 Canes: 18 goals 

 Lightning: 17 goals 

Special Teams 

 Canes: 4 for 28 on power play (14%) 

 Lightning 3 for 22 on power play (14%) 

Top Scorers in Series 

 Martin Necas (CAR): 3 goals, 5 assists, 8 points 

 Sebastian Aho (CAR): 4 goals, 2 assists, 6 points 

 Alex Killorn (TB): 2 goals, 3 assists, 5 points 

 Victor Hedman (TB): 1 goal, 4 assists, 5 points 

 Dougie Hamilton (CAR): 5 assists, 5 points 

Top Goalies 

 Andrei Vasilevskiy (TB): 3-3-1, 2.14 GAA, .933 save 
percentage, SO 

 Alex Nedeljkovic (CAR): 2-1, 1.00 GAA, .962 save 
percentage, SO 

With the pair being the two favorites in the Central Division 
coming into the season, the regular season series between 

the Hurricanes and Lightning did not disappoint. Both teams 
won four games and were nearly identical in terms of goals 
scored and power-play performance, as they battled back 
and forth all year.  

The first two games went to the Canes in commanding 
fashion, as Carolina shut out the defending cup champs in 
each of the first two. The first came in January in the Canes’ 
first game back from a COVID pause, as Petr Mrazek posted 
a 32-save shutout and Martin Necas tallied in overtime for 
the 1-0 win.  

Tampa and Carolina didn’t see each other for another month 
after that, but then met for four straight games in late 
February in an exciting early season series. It was Alex 
Nedeljkovic who posted the shutout in that one, the first of 
his NHL career, as the Canes won 4-0 (including a goal from 
former Lightning member and newly acquired Cedric 
Paquette.  

That Nedeljkovic shutout was the only win the Canes got in 
that four-game stretch against the Lightning, as Tampa took 
the next three by multiple goals. The Canes were the ones 
that got shutout in the middle game of those three, as Andrei 
Vasilevskiy made 25 stops and Ross Colton scored in his 
NHL debut.  

The teams then again took an extended break from each 
other, meeting again for a one-off game in Raleigh late in 
March. The Canes overcame an early 2-0 deficit in that one, 
as Martin Necas tallied four points and Dougie Hamilton 
extended his franchise-record point streak for a defenseman 
to 14 games.  

Necas putting up big numbers against the Lightning was a 
common theme, as he led all players in the season series 
with eight points in the eight games.  

The Canes and Lightning wrapped up the season series with 
a back-to-back in Florida in mid April, with each team 
winning a game. The first went to the Lightning in overtime, 
as the Canes clawed back from a 2-0 deficit thanks to goals 
from Andrei Svechnikov and Brady Skjei before Yanni 
Gourde ended things in overtime.  

The series finale was a commanding 4-1 Canes win the next 
day, which featured three first-period goals for the Canes 
from Nino Niederreiter, Jordan Staal and Steven Lorentz. 
Nedeljkovic stopped 26 of 27 shots faced to win that one.  

Now the Hurricanes and Lightning will meet in the playoffs, 
with Vasilevskiy and Nedeljkovic looking to build on that 
great regular season form against the other team.  
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There will be a huge addition on both benches though, as 
Tampa and Carolina now have a key player that didn’t play in 
any of the eight regular season games against each other.  

For the Hurricanes that is Teuvo Teravainen, who missed a 
big chunk of the season while battling a concussion but had 
two points in the Canes’ first-round series against Nashville.  

On the other bench it will be former Hart winner Nikita 
Kucherov returning to the fold. Kucherov missed the entire 
regular season with a hip injury, but returned to the ice for 

the Lightning as the playoffs began. In Tampa Bay’s first-
round series win over the Florida Panthers, Kucherov had 11 
points in six games.  

With Teravainen and Kucherov back for their respective 
teams, things will look a little bit different, but it’s still safe to 
think this series will be as entertaining as the regular season 
battle.
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Here’s when the Hurricanes vs. Lightning NHL playoff series begins and 
how to watch 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MAY 28, 2021 01:45 PM,  

 

Who’s ready for more playoff hockey? 

The Carolina Hurricanes will host the Tampa Bay Lightning on Sunday at 
5 p.m. in Game 1 of their second-round Stanley Cup playoff series at 
PNC Arena, the NHL announced Friday. 

Game 2 also will be played at PNC Arena before the series shifts to 
Amalie Arena in Tampa, Florida, for Game 3 and Game 4. 

The Canes, who won the Central Division, have the home-ice advantage 
in the series against Tampa Bay, the 2020 Stanley Cup champion. Don 
Waddell, the Canes’ president and general manager, said Friday that 
attendance could top 16,000 in the first two games with the possibility of 
a full building at some point should Carolina continue to advance. 

“It’s going to be another expense if we want to take that next step,” 
Waddell said. “But forget about the expense. If we can do it we’re going 
to do it because having the building full is very exciting not only for the 
fans but more importantly the players.” 

Waddell, in looking as the financial aspects of being in the playoffs, said 
there is not as big a gain as many might believe because of the costs 
involved. “Where you do benefit from the playoffs, and we saw it three 
years ago, is the season-ticket bump we got the following year,” he 
added. 

The Lightning closed out the Florida Panthers is six games, taking a 4-0 
victory in Game 6 on Wednesday. The Canes then followed with a 4-3 
overtime win Thursday to clinch their first-round series with the Nashville 
Predators in six games. 

In sizing up the matchup against the Lightning, Waddell said, “You’ve got 
to try to stay out of the penalty box. I think they’re running about 40 
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percent on their power play, which is remarkable. The five guys they can 
put out there to run the power play is pretty darn good, maybe the best. 

“Both teams skate very well. I think there will be a good flow to the 
games. Obviously their goaltending is outstanding. For us ,we’ve got to 
be ready to play. If we are, it’s going to be a helluva series.” 

The Canes were 4-3-1 against the Lightning in the regular season, going 
3-1-0 at home. Rookie goalie Alex Nedeljkovic was 2-1-0 against Tampa 
Bay, with a 1.02 goals-against average and .962 save percentage. 

Nedeljkovic started all six playoff games and had 24 saves Thursday in 
the clincher. 

“He doesn’t look like a rookie,”Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour said after 
the game. “He was solid and that’s what you have to have at this time of 
year.” 

Brind’Amour expressed pride in his team after the six-game series with 
the Predators, noting their resilience and ability to overcome adversity. 

“They take a lot of pride in how they play and how they represent each 
other and our organization,” he said. “You can see it. I think they also are 
hungry. They’re hungry and they want to win. They know that it takes a 
lot to win.” 
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The absence of the indispensable Jaccob Slavin only underlined his 
value to the Hurricanes 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 28, 2021 12:46 PM 

 

On the first goal, Jaccob Slavin skated forward, getting behind the 
defense and picking out a wide-open Dougie Hamilton at the back door. 

On the second, seven minutes later, Slavin took the shot off a faceoff win 
that Sebastian Aho tipped past Juuse Saros to end the series. 

The Carolina Hurricanes struggled without Slavin in the lineup. With him, 
they haven’t lost in the playoffs. He set up the two biggest goals of Game 
6, completing the comeback to close out the Nashville Predators with a 
4-3 overtime win. He made a subtle play to facilitate Jordan Staal’s 
overtime winner in Game 5. 

And that -- all of that -- pales in comparison to his ability to defuse attacks 
on defense with his positioning or a subtle stick, or the way he makes 
every player on the ice with him better. On Thursday, he was on the ice 
for all three Carolina even-strength goals, and scoring chances were 15-
7 in the Hurricanes’ favor with Slavin on the ice. Only Andrei Svechnikov, 
who has struggled mightily to score in this series, was better. 

If there was any doubt about Slavin’s indispensability to the Hurricanes, 
and there really shouldn’t have been, the three games he missed in this 
series removed all doubt. 

“He goes in the lineup, we didn’t lose, right?” Hurricanes coach Rod 
Brind’Amour said. “He’s that important to this team.” 

There was a delicate calculus in play here, a balancing of present and 
future, at heart a gamble. Slavin exited the Hurricanes’ penultimate 
regular-season game in Nashville for precautionary reasons, then sat out 
the final one with a “lower body” injury. He played in Game 1, a Carolina 
win, but sat out the next three. 

The Hurricanes lost two of those in double overtime, Brett Pesce and 
Brady Skjei shouldering an impossible workload in Slavin’s absence as 

the games stretched out into oblivion, Jake Bean victimized on the Game 
3 winner in a situation when he normally would not have been on the ice. 

But if those were long games, Slavin was playing the long game all 
along. 

“I think it’s progressing in the right way,” Slavin said. “As much as I hated 
sitting out those games, I think it was the right move. If we want to make 
a deep playoff run I want to be healthy in the later rounds as well and not 
push it too hard. It is feeling good the past two games. I felt good out 
there. I felt confident in my skating ability.” 

The time away may have been necessary, but his return only highlighted 
how much he was missed. His mere presence lifts the entire team, and 
not only usual defensive partner Dougie Hamilton, although he probably 
missed Slavin more than anyone. Hamilton made some critical mental 
and defensive errors with Slavin out, so costly in a series where every 
goal was weighted with extraordinary value. 

With Slavin back the past two games, Hamilton went from a partial 
liability to an overall asset, allowed to showcase his skills while obscuring 
any deficiencies. 

But it’s not only Hamilton: Slavin eats up so much difficult ice time, it 
allows everyone else to slot into more reasonable roles. 

“We all know he makes everybody around him better,” Brind’Amour said. 
“He plays with Dougie most of the time. That’s only going to make 
Dougie better.” 

Ron Francis may have had his failings as a general manager -- an almost 
pathological unwillingness to make changes and catastrophic misses on 
goaltenders Eddie Lack and Scott Darling, just to start -- but the 
extraordinarily reasonable contract extensions he nailed down with Slavin 
($5.3 million per year through 2025) and Pesce ($4.0 million through 
2024) were his Mona Lisa. They’re both worth almost twice that much to 
the Hurricanes now. 

Nationally, internationally, Hamilton’s point production has tended to 
inject him into the Norris Trophy conversation in a way Slavin’s quiet 
excellence does not. That really started to change during the Hurricanes’ 
playoff run in 2019, when Slavin was introduced to the hockey world at 
large through his immutable presence. 

Two years later, his value was only underlined by his absence. 
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The Hurricanes switched up their lines after warmups. It took another 
switch late to win. 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 28, 2021 12:00 PM,  

 

Was it subterfuge from Rod Brind’Amour? Or did the Carolina Hurricanes 
coach actually outthink himself? Either way, it ended up working. 
Eventually. 

The Hurricanes went through warmups before Thursday night’s Game 6 
with the same lines they’d used for most of the series, but quickly 
switched to new groupings that put Sebastian Aho between the team’s 
two in-form wingers, Brock McGinn and Martin Necas, while rearranging 
all three of the other lines. 

That produced two of the Hurricanes’ worst periods of the playoffs, and 
Brind’Amour switched things up again in the third, one of the Hurricanes’ 
best. Aho kept McGinn but got Teuvo Teravainen back, and that line 
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accounted for the game-tying and game-winning goals as the Hurricanes 
eliminated the Nashville Predators in six games with a 4-3 overtime win. 

“We had a plan going in,’ Brind’Amour said. “It was just going to see what 
their matchups were, to be honest. When we saw what they were 
thinking of doing, we made the change. It didn’t work, obviously, for two 
periods. Then we changed that up again and that worked. Probably 
overthought it a little bit, maybe, but that’s coaching.” 

FOUR STRAIGHT OVERTIME GAMES 

After Jordan Staal scored only 2:03 into overtime Tuesday to win Game 
5, the Hurricanes scored quickly again Thursday, with Aho’s tip of a 
Jaccob Slavin shot coming 1:06 into overtime. That was in stark contrast 
to games 3 and 4, which went a combined 71:04 with the Predators 
winning both. 

“It was pretty awesome just to not have to play too much longer,” 
Hurricanes defenseman Dougie Hamilton said. “We were all pretty happy 
about that, I think.” 

This series concluded with four straight overtime games, one of only 
three playoff series ever to have four consecutive OTs. The other two 
went even further. The Chicago Blackhawks and Phoenix Coyotes 
started their first-round series with five straight OT games in 2012 and 
the Toronto Maple Leafs and Montreal Canadiens went to OT in all five 
games of the 1951 Stanley Cup finals. 

“Four overtime games, it could have went either way,” Predators 
defenseman Ryan Ellis said. “A bounce here, a bounce there. Obviously, 
it went their way tonight.” 

JORDAN MARTINOOK DELIVERS FOR THE CANES 

In critical moments of Game 6, the Hurricanes got a boost from Jordan 
Martinook, who at one point slid on the ice in front of Alex Nedeljkovic to 
deny a scoring chance and at another knocked Nashville defenseman 
Roman Josi out of the game with a big hit in the corner. 

Martinook’s physical play was a big catalyst for the Hurricanes as they 
recovered from a sluggish first period and dismal second to dominate the 
game in the third. 

“Martinook, he was having a good game, all the way through,” 
Brind’Amour said. 

VERY SPECIAL TEAMS 

The Hurricanes’ penalty-kill allowed just three power-play goals on 26 
Nashville chances in the series, and two of those came with the 
Predators on a two-man advantage, including the goal that put Nashville 
up 3-1 in the second Thursday. 

Carolina’s power play went 4-for-19, scoring key goals in games 5 and 6. 
Necas got the Hurricanes on the board after falling behind Tuesday and 
Aho’s power-play goal late in the second period Thursday gave the 
Hurricanes a puncher’s chance going into the third. 

TAILWINDS 

Nashville held its first and only two-goal lead of the series during 
Thursday’s second period. It lasted only 6:02. Of the 434:13 played in the 
series, the teams were separated by more than a goal for only 18:55. … 
Aho, held off the scoresheet in games 4 and 5, scored twice Thursday. 
He’s never gone pointless in three consecutive playoff games. He 
finished the series with a team-leading seven points (two goals, five 
assists). ... The Hurricanes outscored the Predators 9-2 in the third 
period in the series. 
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Scouting the Lightning: What the Canes can expect in the second-round 
playoff series 

 

BY JUSTIN PELLETIER 

MAY 28, 2021 10:37 AM,  

 

Despite the overall parity in the modern National Hockey League, it’s still 
rare for a defending Stanley Cup champion to miss the playoffs the 
following season. We’re talking three-times-in-a-16-team-playoff-era rare. 

It’s no shock that the defending bubble-hockey champion Tampa Bay 
Lightning is back in the hunt. What it took to get them there — legally — 
was a feat of salary cap gymnastics. 

That the Lightning found a way to stash injured superstar Nikita Kucherov 
on the long-term injured reserve long enough to postpone his salary cap 
hit for a full season is pure genius. Devious, but genius. Against the spirit 
of the salary cap rules. But genius. Borderline unfair, but, well, you get 
the point. 

But, the Lightning is far more than just Kucherov. The team did make the 
playoffs without him, and they did so also without captain and team 
lightning rod Steven Stamkos (whom the team had on the long-term 
injury list last season …). 

So, with a quick turnaround for the Canes this week as they shift their 
gaze from Music City to the Southeast, here’s what the team will be 
looking for against Tampa — and what you should, too — starting with 
Game 1. 

THE BOLTS KNOW HOW TO SCORE 

The one thing you might question when reinserting Kucherov into the 
lineup is what that could do to the team’s chemistry. The lines had been 
pretty well established over the 56-game season, and certain players 
were used to playing with one another. 

But adding Kucherov? No problem. 

The Lightning leads the league in goals in the playoffs with 24, and the 
scoring dispersal is pretty even. Brayden Point and Alex Killorn each 
have four goals for Tampa, Kucherov and Stamkos have three each and 
Anthony Cirelli, Yanni Gourde, Ondrej Palat and Ross Colton have two 
apiece. All four lines are represented, which makes matching up against 
the Lightning tough. 

One thing Tampa doesn’t have is a goal from its blue line. Not that it’s 
seemed to matter so far, but it could. Victor Hedman and Mikhail 
Sergachev are certainly capable, and Hedman does have eight assists 
(though seven of those are on the power play), but if the Canes are able 
to pinch off their forward production there is an avenue to slow down the 
scoring machine. 

JUST HOW GOOD IS THE LIGHTNING ON THE POWER PLAY? 

To say that the Tampa Bay Lightning is good on the power play is to say 
that Luciano Pavarotti is ‘OK’ at singing. Among the 16 teams in the first 
round, the Lightning is second only to the Avalanche in power-play 
percentage, clicking at a 40 percent clip. That allowed Tampa to average 
four goals per game over six games against Florida. A top unit that 
includes Stamkos, Kucherov, Point, Hedman and Killorn has been fun to 
watch, even when they haven’t scored (which hasn’t been often). 

Part of the series against Nashville that so frustrated the Hurricanes’ 
faithful was an apparent disparity in penalties (which Nashville coach 
John Hynes debunked during a news conference between Games 5 and 
6). The outlier in an otherwise evenly called series was Game 2, a game 
in which the Predators did a great job goading the Canes into retaliatory 
penalties. If the Canes slip and take a spate of penalties against that 
Tampa power play, that’s trouble. 
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SURPRISING IN THE CREASE 

One of the big pieces of the Lightning’s run to the title a year ago was the 
play of hulking keeper Andrei Vasilevskiy, who posted a 1.90 goals-
against average and a .941 save percentage, which was second only to 
Carey Price of Montreal among goalies who played more than 10 games 
in the playoffs. 

In this year’s Round 1, though, against an equally talented offensive club 
in Florida, his numbers weren’t so gaudy. He’s allowed 16 goals in six 
games, a 2.64 GAA. His 16 goals allowed are third-most in the playoffs to 
date, behind only Pittsburgh’s Tristan Jarry and Nashville’s Juuse Saros 
(both of whom have been eliminated). With the Canes top scoring units 
still finding their footing in these playoffs, this would seem to be a 
favorable matchup, at least for now. 

WHY TAMPA IS IN A DIFFERENT DIVISION 

For the past seven seasons, the Hurricanes have played in the 
Metropolitan Division. And for the first five years of that division’s 
existence, the Canes didn’t finish higher than sixth in the eight-team 
grouping. In 2019 and 2020, they were fourth and earned playoff berths 
under two different formats. 

The Lightning, meanwhile, after being in the Southeast Division with 
Carolina for years, was separated from its former division rivals to form 
the “Flortheast,” a scrambled Eastern Division that included mostly 
former Adams Division foes, plus Florida teams. So, with scheduling 
being what it was, despite Carolina being one of the more geographically 
adjacent NHL cities to Tampa, the teams played far fewer games against 
each other than in previous seasons. 

That changed this season, with the teams meeting eight times over 56 
games. The Canes went 4-3-1 in those games, with Carolina winning the 
most recent of the eight meetings, 4-1 on April 20. 

HURRICANES VS. LIGHTNING 

When: Sunday, May 30, 5 p.m. 

Where: PNC Arena 

WATCH: NBCSN 
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Hurricanes close out Nashville but have little time to celebrate. Tampa 
Bay is next. 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MAY 28, 2021 07:30 AM,  

 

Rod Brind’Amour didn’t have long to celebrate before being hit with the 
question: what about facing the Tampa Bay Lightning? 

The Carolina Hurricanes had just clinched their first-round Stanley Cup 
playoff series with the Nashville Predators, taking a 4-3 victory Thursday 
in Game 6 on Sebastian Aho’s goal at 1:06 of overtime. 

Aho, getting position on the Preds’ Mikael Granlund in front of the net, 
got a piece of a Jaccob Slavin shot from the left wing to end it. The 
Canes players poured off the bench for another wild group hug, then 
went through the requisite handshake line with a Predators team that had 
shown its own resilience in the hard-fought series, twice winning double-
overtime games and earning a standing ovation from their fans at 
Bridgestone Arena. 

Then, soon, the Tampa Bay Lightning question. 

Brind’Amour broke into a grin as the Canes coach was asked about 
facing last year’s Stanley Cup champion and how the Canes would 
match up in the second-round series. 

“You didn’t even let me enjoy it for a couple of minutes,” Brind’Amour 
said. 

“You knew if we got through this series, whether it was Florida or Tampa 
(Bay), for me it was going to be the next best team in the league,” he 
said. “Either one. Pick ‘em. Stanley Cup champs or I thought Florida 
played great all year. 

“We’re getting the Stanley Cup champs and we know what we’re up 
against. We’re going to have to be as good as we can to have a chance 
against these guys, especially now when they’ve kind of got their full 
group back. It’s a great challenge for us.” 

And it could be a challenge for the champs. The Canes were the Central 
Division winners. The Canes will have the home-ice advantage and play 
the first two games at home in PNC Arena, where attendance will top 
15,000 and the place will rock. 

Granted, the Lightning looked impressive in beating the Panthers in six 
games and are more imposing with a healthy Nikita Kucherov in the 
lineup and with captain Steven Stamkos also back, rested and playing 
well. 

Matchups? What about Canes rookie goalie Alex Nedeljkovic against the 
Lightning’s Andrei Vasilevskiy, who most agree is the best goaltender in 
the world? 

But Nedeljkovic, 25, has seemingly played with a chip on his shoulder all 
season, as if hell-bent on proving he can be a No. 1 goalie in the NHL. In 
his first Stanley Cup playoff series, he waged a back-and-forth battle with 
Juuse Saros of the Predators that was thrilling to watch at times as the 
two matched dynamic saves. 

“He’s been unbelievable,” defenseman Dougie Hamilton said. “He’s got 
so much confidence. Just a quiet swag to him. I think that helps our 
team. He’s so calm in the net and plays the puck really well and makes 
huge saves. It’s easy to play in front of a guy like that.” 

Nothing came easily for the Canes in this series. They allowed the Preds 
to score the first goal of the game too often and played from behind. 
They had some bad breaks, bad bounces. They lost the two double-
overtime games in Game 3 and Game 4. 

But they kept battling and did again Thursday in Game 6. Brock McGinn 
circled the net and beat Saros with blocker-side shot for a 1-1 tie. The 
Preds built a 3-1 lead on an even-strength goal by Granlund early in the 
second and then a 5-on-3 power-play goal by Ryan Johansen that had 
the arena rumbling. 

Aho’s first goal, on a second-period power play, was important. The third 
period belonged to the Canes, who outshot the Preds 16-5, forcing Saros 
to make save after save, until Hamilton scored on a set faceoff play, 
sneaking in alone on the backdoor for a 3-3 tie. 

The Predators were playing shorthanded at that point. They lost their 
captain, defenseman Roman Josi, after he took a big hit in the third from 
the Canes’ Jordan Martinook, missing the last 14:30 of regulation. 

“I didn’t think we played (well), especially the first two periods, and 
obviously Nashville was good,” Aho said. “We weren’t quite there. But the 
third period was an unbelievable effort through the lineup and obviously 
OT as well. It shows there’s no quit in this team.” 

From the time the NHL announced the four-division setup for this season 
and with the first two rounds of the playoffs set within the division, the 
Canes were faced with the prospect of having to face Tampa Bay. The 
Canes’ goal is to win a Stanley Cup. To do it, they’ll have to go through 
the team that held up the Cup last year. 

Aho was wearing a black T-shirt after the game with “Prove it” on the 
front. That’s the Canes’ goal. 
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Playing from behind is a habit the Hurricanes would like to break before 
Round 2 

 

BY JUSTIN PELLETIER 

MAY 28, 2021 06:30 AM,  

 

The Carolina Hurricanes didn’t mean to play from behind all the time, 
they just … did. It didn’t end up costing them in the first round against the 
Nashville Predators after they rallied from behind in Game 6 in the wee 
hours Friday morning. 

But it could cost them dearly against a team like the Tampa Bay 
Lightning — against whom the Canes will begin battling Sunday at 5 p.m. 
— or any other team remaining in these Stanley Cup playoffs. 

Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour acknowledged multiple times 
throughout the series, and again after Game 6, that it wasn’t an ideal way 
to start a game or a period. 

“That’s obviously not something we want to keep up,” Brind’Amour said 
matter-of-factly after the Game 6 win. 

And the Canes didn’t fall behind in only one or two games, nor did the 
quick goal against happen just once in any of the games. This truly was a 
first-round trend: 

• In Game 1, Filip Forsberg gave the Predators a 1-0 lead 12:14 into the 
game. Teuvo Teravainen equalized 1:27 later. 

• In Game 2, the outlier, the game was still tight throughout. Despite a 3-0 
final, two of those goals came in the game’s final minute as the Canes’ 
Alex Nedeljkovic earned his first playoff shutout. 

• In Game 3, Ryan Ellis scored for Nashville just 4:35 into the game. The 
Canes equalized, took the lead, and gave up the lead again, all before 
the start of the third period, which also started with a quick Nashville 
goal. Brett Pesce’s late third-period strike forced overtime. 

• In Game 4, Luke Kunin made it 1-0 for the Preds just 57 seconds into 
the game. Ryan Johansen scored early in the second to snap another tie. 
Both times the Canes equalized, and yet another double-OT game went 
the home team’s way. 

• In Game 5, Yakov Trenin kept the trend alive, though it took a while — 
nearly 12 minutes — for the Preds to take a 1-0 lead. Trenin added 
another just 53 seconds into the second, though, in another period with a 
slow start. 

• Thursday in Game 6, with a chance to eliminate the Predators, the 
Hurricanes once again played from behind. This time, Nick Cousins 
redirected an Eric Haula slap pass into the cage just 1:44 into the 
contest. Brock McGinn tied the game for Carolina in the first, but again in 
the second, Nashville struck quickly, at 1:13. 

And with a chance to move on, it was this most recent example that was 
head-scratcher. Though Brind’Amour was quick to point out that although 
the Canes fell behind, they also clawed their way back into each one. 

“To flip that, we’ll fight back,” Brind’Amour said. “I think that’s the thing. 
We’re not trying to give up the first goal, but the fact that if we do, it’s not 
over. I think that’s a real confidence boost to this team moving forward.” 

The players have adopted Brind’Amour’s grind-it-out mentality, 
something he played with, and something he’s obviously coached up 
among his players. 

“We’re a resilient group, we just keep playing no matter what happens,” 
said defenseman Dougie Hamilton, who scored the third-period equalizer 
on a set play on an offensive zone faceoff. “We just keep going, keep 
going, keep going. It’s been like that for a couple of years now.” 

Thursday, McGinn picked up the pieces early, netting his third of the 
playoffs 2:37 after Cousins’ opening marker. 

“This series we kind of got behind the eight-ball most of the games, so I 
think we did a good job of fighting back and not quitting on the games,” 
McGinn said. 

But, McGinn said: “We have to do a better job of not putting ourselves in 
those scenarios.” 
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2021 NHL playoff preview: Hurricanes vs Lightning 

 

By Dom Luszczyszyn May 28, 2021 

 

It’s the playoff series many of us expected from the very start of the 
season, and one we’ve been longing for all year: Hurricanes vs. 
Lightning. Two of the league’s best and most exciting teams square off in 
a duel for Central Division supremacy, the defending champions going up 
against an on-the-rise team that has finally arrived as a legitimate 
contender. 

The Hurricanes won the division and were the better team for much of 
the year. With the season series being split very evenly you might expect 
odds closer to 50-50. But while this series is a close one, there is a slant 
towards the defending champions who are obviously a very different 
team in these playoffs thanks to the return of their best skater. Tampa 
Bay has the early edge here. 

Series Odds 

Matchup adjustment takes into account each player’s Game Score 
against this specific opponent as well as his Game Score over the last six 
weeks. 

The two teams split the series 4-4 with just one goal separating the two, 
but Nikita Kucherov is a major X-factor and that was plainly evident in the 
opening round. He is the difference in this series, adding an extra nine 
percent to Tampa Bay’s series probability. Carolina would be at 49.3 
percent if not for Kucherov, which would’ve made this series just about 
as close as you can get to even odds.  

Unfortunately for Hurricanes fans, we don’t live on that planet. Kucherov 
is back and he’s as big of a problem as he’s ever been and that makes 
the road to the semifinals much more arduous. It’s obviously not 
impossible, but Carolina is the clear underdog here now, a role that will 
likely fuel this team. They’re hungry, have a lot of heart, and are ready to 
prove they belong among the league’s elite as a true contender. There’s 
no better measuring stick for that than a series against a fully healthy 
Lightning team. 

Season Stats 

Like the Florida series, there isn’t too much to glean from Tampa Bay’s 
season stats. The Lightning were strong across the board as expected, 
but their overall numbers weren’t exactly elite. A 53 percent share in 
every major category at five-on-five is good, but it’s not world-beating by 
any means and obviously pales in comparison to past seasons. It’s also 
a fair bit worse than Carolina’s full-season numbers where the 
Hurricanes were three percentage points better in terms of goals share 
with the slightest of edges in expected goals share. Combine that with 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 29, 2021 

 

better special teams numbers on both the power play and penalty kill and 
it would be fair to call Carolina the better team this past season. 

The same goes for the head-to-head matchup. It may have been by the 
slightest of margins, but Carolina had the edge in goals at five-on-five 
and special teams. There was a clear expected goals edge in that latter 
category too that offers plenty of optimism for Carolina. The Hurricanes 
have the better shot and expected goal shares at five-on-five during the 
playoffs, but it’s important to remember the differing quality of competition 
there as Florida is a stronger team than Nashville (and looked like a 
tough matchup to the Lightning based on the season series). At even 
strength this series looks like it should be relatively tight, though how big 
of an impact Kucherov has to all those numbers remains to be 
determined. 

While this is a different Lightning team thanks to Kucherov, the team’s 
biggest strength in the first round as a result of his return is one Carolina 
is well-equipped to combat. Tampa Bay had the best power play of the 
opening round in terms of goals-per-60, but there’s a massive difference 
between Florida’s poor penalty kill and Carolina’s. Things won’t be so 
easy against Carolina’s power kill which held Nashville to under four 
goals-per-60. Yes, there’s also a massive difference between Nashville’s 
power play and Tampa Bay’s, but Carolina was second in the league on 
the penalty kill by both actual and expected goals during the regular 
season. It’s something that manifested during the season series too and 
though the Lightning have added a dangerous weapon to that, Carolina 
has the ability to slow it down. 

On the other side of things, the Lightning’s usually stingy penalty kill had 
some real trouble limiting chances and goals against Florida, while 
Carolina’s usually strong power play struggled to generate as much 
against Nashville. Tampa Bay’s power play vs. Carolina’s penalty kill will 
be an epic battle of strengths, but whichever team figures out the other 
side might hold the overall edge here. 

In the end, it probably all comes down to goaltending though. That’s not 
something the Hurricanes got much of during the first round, but it was 
what propelled both teams to the top of the standings this season and is 
what defined the season series. While these two teams may feel like 
high-octane offensive juggernauts, the actual season series only 
averaged 4.4 goals per game as a result of identically good goaltending 
at five-on-five. A .945 or .946 on both sides of the ledger meant both 
teams scored nearly one goal-per-60 less than expected and both 
penalty kills did their parts. 

Unless the firepower on both sides awakens, this might turn into another 
goaltending duel as it has all year between these two teams. Both teams 
have a very strong candidate for the job, a microcosm for the teams as a 
whole: the established team/goalie with a winning pedigree going up 
against a rising team/goalie hungry to dethrone the best. 

Roster Breakdown 

Matchup adjustment takes into account each player’s Game Score 
against this specific opponent as well as his Game Score over the last six 
weeks. The numbers may be slightly skewed as a result of ice-time 
allocation. 

Andrei Vasilevskiy is widely regarded as the best goalie in the world. He 
won the Vezina Trophy in 2019 and looks likely to add another to his 
mantle at the end of this season. He has a large sample size of strong 
play, even if it took until this season for this particular model (which uses 
data from Evolving Hockey’s expected goals model) to figure that out. 
Vasilevskiy finished the season fourth in goals saved above expected at 
12.7, though he was second in goals saved above average with 21. 
That’s a strong season that makes him worthy of his lofty GSVA total. 

And yet, the goalie on the other side, the up-and-coming Alex 
Nedeljkovic, is just a shade higher and worth 4.2 wins. He has a very 
limited sample of 27 career games so the error bars for his projection are 
significantly larger, but in 23 games this year he saved 13.2 goals above 
expected. In 19 fewer games, he was half a goal better than Vasilevskiy, 
though Tampa Bay’s netminder has made up the difference in the 

postseason so far (4.1 goals saved vs. 0.5 for Nedeljkovic). Nedeljkovic 
also gave this Lightning team plenty of trouble in particular, allowing only 
three goals over three contests and saving 4.8 goals above expected in 
those games alone. 

On paper, according to this model, it’s a surprisingly even matchup 
between the pipes. I’m a big fan of Vasilevskiy’s game and disagree that 
he’s the lesser choice, but the overall sentiment might not be so far-
fetched. That sentiment is that goaltending in this series might not be a 
lopsided mismatch by any stretch — Nedeljkovic looks like he can hang. 
There might be much less confidence in what he’s shown to date due to 
low volume of games, but what he has shown in his short career so far 
has been very impressive. It’ll be a matter of which goalie brings his best 
stuff for this series. 

Despite the projected rating, the better goalie will still likely be Vasilevskiy 
and going through the two rosters side-by-side reveals a similar feeling of 
big brother vs. little brother. The Hurricanes are very strong across the 
board and look pretty similarly constructed to Tampa Bay, but the 
Lightning are just a bit stronger each time. Each team has a loaded top 
line with star scorers, but it’s hard not to side with the Lightning. Same 
goes for a secondary scoring second line, as well as a fierce checking 
line – Tampa has the edge. Defensive depth is in their favour too ever so 
slightly, even if Tampa Bay’s is arranged towards balance. 

Really, the only area where Carolina has an edge is that its number one 
defenceman is better than Tampa Bay’s … which … uhh … might also 
be wrong. 

If Carolina wins this series, it might finally be enough for Dougie Hamilton 
to get the respect he deserves as one of the game’s top defencemen. He 
produced well for Carolina this season and was a catalyst for the team’s 
elite power play, but as usual it’s his five-on-five play that’s most worthy 
of praise. His 57 percent expected goals rate was 12th league-wide and 
he’s been the only defenceman in the league who’s consistently been 
near the top of that leaderboard for five years running. When Hamilton is 
on the ice, good things happen and that led to Carolina earning 63 
percent of the goals this past season. Hamilton had a 56 percent 
expected goals rate during the first round which is pretty impressive 
considering four of the games were spent next to Brady Skjei. Getting 
Jaccob Slavin back was obviously a godsend though and the pair 
dominated the final two games. 

I’ll die on the “Hamilton is elite” hill and anyone who says otherwise at 
this point is being willfully ignorant, but taking Hamilton over Victor 
Hedman is of course a much spicier take. The model is all-in on it with 
one win separating the two, but that’s partly because Hedman played the 
last month of the season injured which seriously tanked his projected 
value. He too was a three-win defenceman before that and if he’s truly 
back to full health, then Tampa Bay’s edge only grows further. He was 
second on the team in expected goals percentage in the opening round 
at 50 percent. 

But even if we account for Hedman’s injury the two defenders are close 
and that’s probably not a consensus opinion either. Visually, it’s hard not 
to back Hedman who does a lot for the Lightning from the back end and 
can take his game to new heights in the playoffs as we saw last year. But 
the impacts at five-on-five really support Hamilton enough to at least 
make it a conversation. 

From the start of the season to March 27 (to ignore the injury-plagued 
final month), Hedman had a 60 percent goals rate and 53 percent 
expected goals rate at five-on-five, both of which were lower than 
Hamilton’s. Relative to teammates, both numbers were negative, and 
that’s while playing against secondary matchups. Hamilton plays top 
matchups and puts up better results. That’s been true in each of the last 
two seasons and though he doesn’t score as many points as Hedman, 
his impact at even strength appears larger. Against the Lightning this 
year, Hamilton had a 57 percent expected goals rate. Hedman was the 
exact opposite at 43 percent. If these playoffs go in a similar direction, it’s 
advantage Carolina and should provide a boost for Hamilton’s reputation. 
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Having Slavin obviously helps with that a lot. Hedman rarely has a 
legitimate partner to play with, doing a lot on his own, while Hamilton has 
developed some strong chemistry with a player who is probably a 
number one defender in his own right. Slavin is an incredible puck-mover 
that can really do it all. He’s solid in his own end which affords Hamilton 
the opportunity to freelance a bit more. Add a rejuvenated Brett Pesce to 
the mix and Carolina has an excellent triumvirate of defenders that’s 
tough for any team to match. Pesce had a bit of a down year in 2019-20, 
but bounced back in a big way in 2020-21 to get back to the level of a 
legitimate top-pair defender. He was second to Hamilton in expected 
goals percentage this year at a shade under 57 percent. 

Tampa Bay’s next best defender to Hedman isn’t on either of Slavin’s or 
Pesce’s level, but the Lightning do have a solid trio manning every 
pairing to give the team balance. Mikhail Sergachev is a nice weapon to 
have on the third pair and though he didn’t take the expected leap to 
stardom this year, he was still a strong puck-mover that held his own at 
even strength. In the playoffs he led all Lightning defencemen in 
expected goals. 

Ryan McDonagh and Erik Cernak make up the team’s shutdown pair and 
despite playing tough minutes were the team’s best five-on-five 
defenders this season. They took on the very tough Aleksander Barkov 
assignment, and though they narrowly lost the possession battle, they 
won on the scoresheet by a sizeable margin. The shutdown pair will have 
a similarly tough task ahead of them with Carolina’s top line though they 
saw the exact opposite effect during the season: excellent expected 
goals rates, but McDonagh was outscored 5-2. It was 6-0 against 
Cernak. 

Sebastian Aho is not as strong as Barkov is, but “Playoff Aho” might be a 
different story. He was electric against Nashville scoring five goals and 
seven points in six games while being the strong play-driver at five-on-
five he always is. Aho lives for the postseason with 19 points in 14 
games over the last two playoff runs. He’s going to be a problem for 
Tampa Bay, especially if Carolina sticks with its super-charged top line. 
The trio was excellent territorially against Nashville with a 61 percent 
expected goals rate and though they didn’t convert on all opportunities, 
it’s encouraging that the chances were there. They still outscored 
Nashville 2-1. 

While all eyes are on the return of Kucherov for Tampa Bay, there’s a 
small detail that’s been almost completely ignored regarding the season 
series between both clubs this year: Teuvo Teravainen didn’t play in any 
of the games between these two clubs either. Teravainen was sidelined 
for all but 21 games this season and though he’s obviously no Kucherov, 
his playmaking ability and defensive awareness was sorely missed for 
Carolina. He had a quiet first round, but at his best he can be a 
difference-maker. Same goes for Andrei Svechnikov who still has 
another gear left to hit. These playoffs and this series could spark that 
breakthrough to elite status. 

The Hurricanes are far from a one-line team though and possess one of 
the league’s most fearsome middle sixes. Everyone fits in the right place 
and has a role. In the first round, all three of the team’s lines in the top 
nine earned an expected goals percentage greater than 60 percent when 
intact. There were times where the lines were shuffled to find a spark, but 
it’s clear the way it’s usually set up is likely the most optimal.  

Vincent Trocheck has been a revelation for the Hurricanes all season, 
but for Carolina to win this series he’ll have to step things up a bit. He 
had just two points in seven games against Tampa Bay this season and 
only managed three points in the opening round. There’s room for more 
from him and the same goes for Nino Niederreiter who had just one point 
against Nashville. In the speedy Martin Necas though, Carolina has a bit 
of a secret weapon against the Lightning. He was tied for second on the 
team in the first round with five points, but more impressive was his 
heroics against Tampa Bay this season. He led all Hurricanes skaters 
with eight points and had a very strong 56 percent expected goals rate to 
go with it. Necas had a strong breakout this season and he has the 
potential to really make a name for himself in this series. He’s a guy to 
watch out for. 

While most will veer towards the guys in the top six as the guys that 
make Carolina go, it’s the third line anchored by captain Jordan Staal that 
was the engine in the opening round. Staal is the perfect checking line 
center and he showcased his two-way ability well against Nashville, 
leading his line to a very nice 69 percent expected goals rate for the 
series. That trio is a forechecking force and will cause headaches for the 
Lightning. 

The matchup game will be especially intriguing in this series because the 
two teams are built pretty similarly up front. I doubt we see power vs. 
power which would mean Staal will likely be in charge of keeping Tampa 
Bay’s super line in check. 

Last playoffs, the line of Brayden Point, Kucherov and Ondrej Palat were 
a cheat code and they’ll be an extremely tough assignment for Staal and 
co. The line has a solid 57 percent expected goals rate and outscored 
Florida 4-2 in their minutes together, but that pales in comparison to what 
they can do. Last year they outscored opponents 21-9 en route to a 
Stanley Cup and had a 65 percent expected goals percentage in the 
process. 

That’s a terrifying enough line at five-on-five, but it’s what Point and 
Kucherov can accomplish with the man advantage that’s really scary. 
Kucherov, despite missing an entire regular season of hockey, leads the 
league in playoff points with 11 in six games and seven of those have 
come with the man advantage. His ability to completely freeze penalty 
kills with his half wall mastery is among his best attributes and it makes 
Tampa Bay’s power play all the more threatening. He’s ridiculous in the 
best way and it’s nice to see him immediately step in and be a force. 
There was an acclimation period at five-on-five to start the series against 
Florida, but it didn’t last long and he looks just like his old self again. He’s 
the best skater on either side, and with Point as his running mate Tampa 
Bay has the two best skaters in the series. That’s usually a good recipe 
for success. 

That leaves Tampa Bay’s own checking line as the answer for Carolina’s 
own top line, and they too look ready to pick up right where they left off 
from the last playoffs. They had a 58 percent expected goals rate 
together and upped that to 60 percent during the regular season. They’re 
a problem, especially with Barclay Goodrow back and healthy (Ross 
Colton was not cutting it). He just fits so well next to Yanni Gourde and 
Blake Coleman, both of whom would be legitimate top-six options on 
another club. Here, they’re tenacious and annoying disruptors, ready to 
make Aho’s life hell. You may not see their names on the scoresheet as 
much as the guys in the top six, but the little things they do absolutely 
translate to their underlying numbers. They’re analytics darlings. 

That leaves the second line featuring Steven Stamkos, Anthony Cirelli 
and Alex Killorn — a line that looked a little vulnerable going into the 
Florida series. Previous stints together suggested the chemistry wasn’t 
there and down seasons from Cirelli and Killorn didn’t inspire much 
confidence. Six games later, any worries are out the window as their 
numbers together were identical to the top line’s: 4-2 on the scoresheet 
with a 57 percent expected goals rate. Not bad, plus Stamkos and Killorn 
helped a fair bit on the power play, which contributed to both scoring 
eight points in the series. That was second to only Kucherov. 

Tampa Bay’s firepower is a bit more obvious than Carolina’s and there 
are a lot of weapons that the Hurricanes will need to nullify, but that 
wasn’t too big of a problem during the season series. Kucherov obviously 
changes the dynamic, but it was Killorn who led the Lightning forwards in 
points against Carolina and he only had five. Hedman had five too. Point 
and Palat had four in eight games, and Stamkos had just two in six 
games. That’s a rough look and the top guys will need to step up. It might 
come down to which stars on either side can solve the goaltending 
conundrum on the other side. 

The bottom line 

There is a lot of talent in this series on either side, but nothing will be 
given — everything will be earned. That could mean another grind-it-out 
series decided by goaltending just like the head-to-head matchups this 
year, and that’s something both teams will welcome just fine. They may 
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have the reputation for fun, fast-paced hockey, but both teams are built 
for the postseason, ready for whatever style is necessary to win. 

Tampa Bay is the elder statesmen here, the favourite, the defending 
champion. The Lightning have been contenders for most of the past 
decade and know exactly what it takes to win. They will be a very tough 
team to knock out.  

But Carolina is certainly one of the teams capable of doing it. This isn’t 
their first playoff rodeo having gone to conference finals two seasons ago 
only to get swept by the Bruins, and then losing to Boston again in the 
opening round last season. Losses are learning opportunities and this 
team too knows what it will take to go the distance after experiencing 
those two defeats at the hands of a very strong contender. It felt like the 
team had some deer in the headlights moments in those series, but I 
don’t think that’ll be the case here. Carolina is ready for this moment. 

Whether that means victory is much tougher to say, though the odds 
aren’t in their favour. The Hurricanes will need to be at their best because 
the similarly constructed Lightning are just a little bit better all throughout 
the lineup. Regardless of who wins, little brother or big brother, the fight 
to make it to the next round between these two should be a classic. 
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Five things the Hurricanes did to beat the Predators — and can carry 
forward against the Lightning 

 

By Sara Civian May 28, 2021  

 

Much like the rest of the series — and the rest of the Carolina 
Hurricanes’ season, really — Game 6 of the first round in Nashville 
wasn’t pretty. There were no lacrosse goals, sparse offerings for the 
highlight reels, and it got off on the worst foot possible, with a Predators 
goal just 1 minute, 44 seconds into the game. 

But the Hurricanes knew what they had to do. 

“I think when you have the chance to close out a team, that’s exactly 
what you want to do,” left wing Jordan Martinook said after morning skate 
Thursday. “You don’t want to give them another chance. We obviously 
know they are going to be a desperate team, but we’re going to be just 
as desperate because we want to close it out. (In) Game 7s, anything 
can happen.” 

In the fourth consecutive overtime situation and sixth game of the series, 
the Hurricanes eliminated the Predators in a 4-3 decision. 

“We just keep playing — we’re a resilient group,” said Dougie Hamilton, 
who broke through shooting percentage regression for the game-tying 
goal. “We just keep playing no matter what happens. We just keep going. 
We’ve been in every game all year. There’s no quit in us.” 

That’s a good thing because it doesn’t get slower or easier from here. 

The Canes know all about how tough Round 2 against the defending 
champion Tampa Bay Lightning will be. General manager Don Waddell 
gave us his scouting report Monday: 

“They won the Stanley Cup last year, not by mistake — they’re a very 
good hockey team. The one thing, certainly, to watch from the first round 
is you’ve got to try and stay out of the penalty box. You know you’re 
going to take some penalties, but they’ve got to be good penalties 
because I think they’re running somewhere around 40 percent on their 
power play, which is remarkable. The five guys that they put out there to 
run the power play is pretty darn good in the league, probably the best. 
… I think both teams skate very well. There’s going to be a good flow to 
the game. Obviously, their goaltender is outstanding, one of the best in 

the league. For us, we’ve got to be ready to play. If we are, it’s going to 
be a hell of a series.” 

The good news? There might be an even fuller PNC Arena. Waddell said 
they’re working on getting at least 16,000 strong for Sunday’s 5 p.m. ET 
puck drop in Raleigh. 

“We’re looking at every measurement right now,” he said. “I think we’re 
going to get 16,000 or right around that number come Sunday. We’ve 
already started looking at measurements that can possibly increase it. 
We still have quite a number of seats blocked off by the NHL around the 
benches and penalty box. Just got back in here a few minutes ago and 
am going to meet with the box office to see how many seats we actually 
have blocked off. I think it’s around 500. That takes away from your 
capacity also, so it’s just going to be another expense if we want to take 
that next step, but forget about the expense. Certainly, if we want to do it, 
we’re going to do it.” 

What else can the Hurricanes take into Round 2? Let’s look back at the 
five biggest reasons the Canes avoided a first-round exit and what they 
mean going forward. 

1. Leadership 

Leadership thrives on the fine line between screaming and silence. The 
Canes’ leaders — namely, coach Rod Brind’Amour, captain Jordan Staal 
and alternate captains Jaccob Slavin and Martinook — all provided 
essential leadership in their own ways in the first round. 

Brind’Amour is revolutionizing the idea of a “player’s coach,” and he’s 
patient with his feistier moments so that they pack a real punch. He does 
this with a term my therapist calls “radical empathy.” 

“The way the players react to him is just incredible. These players want 
to play for him,” Waddell said. “I’ve seen it where it’s not always that way, 
but I know this team — they want to win for him. They don’t want to let 
him down.” 

He knows when to pack that punch — like after a few rough shifts when 
he knows his guys can do better — and he does it out of respect for 
them. His expectations of the team and its individuals give them 
confidence in their expectations of themselves. 

And, as Waddell said, they respond. Martin Necas’ equalizer came only a 
few shifts after a Brind’Amour speech. 

The other side of it is a closeness and a family bond he’s cultivated. 

Just watch this: 

Staal has elevated his play past what anyone on the outside expected in 
an effort to get the Canes to Round 2. Those on the inside, on the other 
hand, saw it coming. 

“It’s awesome,” Slavin told me after Game 5, when I asked him what it’s 
like to be captained by Staal. “You see the emotion he had there at the 
end. He doesn’t always show it, but that’s the emotion he puts into every 
single thing he does. He’s a great leader on and off the ice. He’s a beast 
on the ice. Off the ice, he’s just a great guy. He’s a great leader, a great 
teammate. He’s willing to do whatever it takes. I’m thankful I don’t have 
to play against him down low in the corners. I’m thankful he’s on our 
side.” 

I’ll let Necas, aka “Marty Jr.,” show Martinook’s impact with one facial 
expression. 

Don’t forget that right after this, Martinook drew a penalty that resulted in 
the Canes’ power-play goal. 

“We had to wake up. (Martinook) was doing his thing. That was big for 
us. I think he drew a penalty after that, and we scored on the power 
play,” Hamilton said. “That’s big for him to step up and the rest of us to 
follow. That could have been the turning point for us.” 

Slavin came back from injury exactly when the team needed him and 
didn’t miss a beat. He uncharacteristically threw his body around to make 
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a statement in his first shift back and has been absolutely dynamic since, 
including the work he did on Thursday’s game-winner. 

2. Resiliency 

I’m not going to act like these games have been easy for the Canes, or 
even ideal. Besides Game 1, they’ve all been nail-biters with tons of 
blemishes and deflating moments. But the Canes have done what 
they’ve prided themselves on all season: risen above. 

The Predators scored first in five of six games in the series. That can’t 
continue against the Lightning, but the Canes have managed to dig 
themselves out of some pretty bad situations. 

“That’s not something we want to keep up, but again to flip it, we’ve 
shown that we’ll fight back. That’s the thing,” Brind’Amour said. “We’re 
not trying to give up the first goal, obviously, but the fact that when we 
do, it’s not over. That’s a real confidence boost for this team.” 

They scored three straight after a 3-1 deficit to win Game 6. 

3. Sebastian Aho 

You just can’t say enough about Aho’s demeanor in the playoffs: 
competitive, surgical, businesslike. He is here to win, and after this series 
has 31 points (13 goals, 18 assists) in 29 career playoff games. 

He nails the set plays and celebrates like he can’t be bothered to get 
excited — there’s a job to finish. Game 6 was a classic in that aspect, 
between two offensive zone faceoffs that resulted in a late-game 
equalizer and the game-winner he’d eventually net himself, and the 
power play. Nashville has been too good at five-on-five, and Aho knew 
someone had to break through on the man advantage to get this done. 

No player impacts the Hurricanes’ on-ice product more than Aho, and 
luckily for them, he’s rarely off. 

4. Sorry, haters: Brock McGinn 

I had an epiphany Thursday night that maybe half of you have already 
come to and half of you will hate: Brock McGinn reminds me of 
Brind’Amour in the playoffs. 

Brind’Amour, noted McGinn fan, smiled when I asked him about it. 

“Oh, I don’t know. He’s old school,” Brind’Amour said. “He could play 
back in the day, I’ll just leave it at that.” 

McGinn has been the difference on the road, with two goals in a brutal 
loss, and then a response to Nick Cousins’ opener Thursday night. 

He just understands how to play on a big stage on the road, and he’s 
fearless about it. Four points in the past three games, for the record. 

5. The Power Kill 

You say the Lightning power play is going to be a problem? 

Look me in the eyes and tell me the Canes win this series without this 
performance. 
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2021 NHL Playoffs: Lightning vs. Hurricanes schedule, TV channel, 
games, scores, guide to the second-round series 

 

By The Athletic NHL Staff May 28, 2021 

 

In this Central Division matchup, the No. 3 Tampa Bay Lightning are 
facing the No. 1 Carolina Hurricanes in the second round of the 2021 
NHL Stanley Cup playoffs. For more information on the playoffs, check 

out The Athletic’s daily chances, odds and betting guide and complete 
NHL coverage. 

Schedule/TV/results 

Game 1: at Carolina, Sunday, May 30, 5 p.m. ET (NBCSN, SN, TVAS) 

Game 2: at Carolina, date, time and TV TBD 

Game 3: at Tampa Bay, date, time and TV TBD 

Game 4: at Tampa Bay, date, time and TV TBD 

Game 5*: at Carolina, date, time and TV TBD 

Game 6*: at Tampa Bay, date, time and TV TBD 

Game 7*: at Carolina, date, time and TV TBD 

(* – if necessary) 

What to expect from the series 

Dom Luszczyszyn’s Lightning-Hurricanes preview: This is the matchup 
we all wanted in the Central Division this year. Both teams are pretty 
similar, but one has the slight edge in all categories. 

Five things the Hurricanes did to beat the Predators — and can carry 
forward against the Lightning: From Sebastian Aho and Jordan Staal to 
the Power Kill, here are the reasons the Hurricanes are succeeding so 
far in the playoffs. 

“Pick your poison:” A 360-degree look at the potent Lightning power play 
and how to defend it: Tampa Bay has scored eight goals with the man 
advantage — a stunning 40-percent clip. Here’s how they do it. 

Lightning and Hurricanes top reads 

Where did Alex Nedeljkovic come from? Inside the Hurricanes goalie’s 
journey from top prospect to waivers to potential playoff hope. 

How to win back-to-back Stanley Cups: Past champs believe Lightning 
have the recipe to repeat: Past back-to-back Cup champs from the Red 
Wings and Penguins believe the Lightning can “absolutely” repeat. 

Three words to sum up 1,000 games of the Hurricanes’ Jordan Staal: 
What everyone from Rod to Crosby had to say. 

NHL second-round playoff matchups 

North Division: Jets-Maple Leafs/Canadiens 

East Division: Islanders-Bruins 

West Division: Avalanche-Golden Knights/Wild 
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‘Pick your poison:’ A 360-degree look at the potent Lightning power play 
and how to defend it 

 

By Joe Smith and Shayna Goldman May 28, 2021 

 

Joel Quenneville has won more Stanley Cups than any other coach in 
the past 11 years, and will likely be in the Hall of Fame. 

But the Panthers coach still struggled to find a way to thwart the 
Lightning’s potent power play in their first-round series. Tampa Bay 
scored eight goals with the man advantage — a stunning 40-percent clip. 

Quenneville felt with Steven Stamkos and Nikita Kucherov returning for 
the playoffs, it was like Tampa Bay starting a Texas Hold’em hand with “a 
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pair of aces.” When it was suggested to Quenneville that a key might be 
taking away the two world-class snipers on the flanks and force Victor 
Hedman shoot from up top, he chuckled.  

They still have Brayden Point in the middle, he pointed out.  

“It is pick your poison,” Quenneville said. “That’s why they’re the best at 
it.” 

The Lightning were outshot and out-chanced at 5-on-5 against the 
Panthers, but their power play helped them advance to the second 
round. And it could be a major factor if the Cup champions manage an 
historic repeat. It makes their matchup with the touted Hurricanes penalty 
kill must-see TV. 

“It’s nightmare fuel for a penalty kill,” former Lightning wing Ryan 
Callahan said. 

So, let’s break down what makes the Lightning so dangerous on the 
power play and how teams can try to defend against it. 

“What separates Tampa is not skill — a lot of power plays around the 
league have skill,” said former NHLer and current NBCSN analyst 
Dominic Moore. “What separates Tampa is the intelligence with which 
they design their units, design their plays. It’s kind of like Jiu-Jitsu, they 
use what you do against you. If you take one thing away, well that opens 
up something else.” 

The setup 

The Lightning go with the 1-3-1 “umbrella” formation that many teams 
use. The key difference for Tampa Bay is that their top unit is loaded with 
star power.  

Just as teams have trended toward a four forward and one defender unit 
that’s proven to boost shot and goal production, more are also leaning on 
their top power play unit instead of equally splitting time between groups. 
Tampa’s top unit has played close to 78 percent of the power play 
minutes in the playoffs.  

The first unit’s core has been the same for much of the last two years. 
Stamkos and his right-handed shot is stationed in the left circle, while 
lefty Kucherov plays on the right. Each is a dynamic passer and shooter. 
Plus, both play on their off-wing which helps speed up puck movement 
and shooting that can challenge a goaltender’s lateral movement.  While 
there are some defensive risks to playing on the offside, Arik Parnass, 
now an analyst for the Avalanche, found that deploying skaters on their 
off-wing can lead to a higher goal probability.  

Point plays in the slot between the wingers, to round out the ‘three’ of the 
umbrella formation. Alex Killorn helps provide a screen in front of the 
crease, and is at the ready for deflections and second chance shots, and 
Hedman is up at the point. 

Tampa Bay’s approach focuses on puck movement and reads, with three 
one-timer options up top and both flanks. What strikes Marty St. Louis 
about the Lightning power play is how there’s not really many set plays. 

“They just read off one another,” he said. “And with great playmakers and 
game-breakers, they can make you pay if you over defend one thing. It’s 
like chess the way they do it.” 

How the Lightning generate offense  

“Everyone looks at the highlights and sees the puck go in the net, but 
they don’t see the step that happens before you get there,” coach Jon 
Cooper said. “It’s the breakout, the shot before that happens, the 
retrieval, where guys know where other guys are going. Ultimately, guys’ 
playmaking and skill has to take over, and it does. They are highly skilled 
and the power play is an art to them. It’s on full display. But so much 
more goes into it than just ‘the puck ends up in the net.’” 

It starts with getting the puck in the offensive zone, which is one of the 
first objectives of the power play according to the work of Parnass, 
followed by maintaining possession, quickly getting into formation, and 
generating scoring chances. 

The Lightning have two of the best in terms of zone entries in Point and 
Kucherov, which allows the power play plenty of time to set up. Point’s 
one of the best at bringing the puck into the offensive zone at 5-on-5 too 
both in terms of the rate of entries and carry-in percentage, according to 
Corey Sznajder’s tracking data. That translates to the power play, where 
he often has more space because not only are their opponents down a 
player, but have to face-off against the team’s best at once.  

What makes Point so effective carrying the puck in? 

“He’s inherently good at it,” Moore said. “It’s his speed, timing, lateral 
movement with the puck is as good or better than anyone in the league… 
Being a smaller guy helps him be agile. I feel all those teams that try to 
have a 1-3 or play back, and you drop it to Point when you’re not gapped 
up, you’ve got no chance.” 

Do you try to disrupt the drop pass? 

“If they see you, they’ll adjust and all of a sudden, they stretch pass it and 
Point doesn’t come back,” Moore said. “It’s a constant cat and mouse 
game, especially in the playoffs when you go up against teams over and 
over. That’s where the coaching adjustments come in.” 

Quick regroups help make the most of the power play clock, and with 
puck possession, the Lightning can get into formation and get to work. All 
but one of the Lightning’s eight postseason goals was scored while in 
formation in the offensive zone.  

Stamkos said the top unit has a lot of experience together, which helps 
their chemistry and their reads.  

“We’re a familiar group with each other, we’ve played together a long 
time now. The power play has clicked and been a big part of our 
success,” Stamkos said. 

Through six playoff games, the Lightning have created a high volume of 
shots — about 94 unblocked shot attempts per 60. Expected goals, 
which weighs in shot type, angle, distance, and whether it was a rush or 
second chance opportunity among other factors, can be used as a proxy 
for shot quality; Tampa Bay’s generated 8.3 expected goals per 60. 
They’ve out-performed that by a lot, scoring at a rate of 18.91 goals per 
60.  

The heat maps below help give a glimpse into that offensive generation, 
with orange and brown tones representing where the team frequently 
shoots from, and purple areas showing where they rarely shoot.  

(Via HockeyViz) 

Six games is already a small sample, it’s even smaller when breaking it 
down into just power play time; the Lightning have only played about 25 
minutes on the man-advantage so far. Operating at 40 percent may not 
be sustainable long-term, but there’s clearly a difference between their 
production now versus during the regular season when they clicked at 
22.2 percent (ninth in the league). The team’s shooting the puck and 
getting to the quality areas more often. Much of that has to do with a key 
addition for the playoffs.  

Runs through Kucherov 

Ryan McDonagh and Blake Coleman believe Kucherov is one of the best 
in the world at the half wall spot, partly due to his elite hockey IQ, partly 
due to his skill and playmaking ability. The power play runs through him.  

“What he’s able to do is read the layers,” St. Louis said. “He’s not just 
making one read, he’s making a bunch of reads at once. And he usually 
makes the best play. Not just a play. He usually can find the best play 
through multiple layers of reads. He knows where not just where his guys 
are, he knows where the opponents are, whether he’s a righty or lefty, 
there’s so many calculations he has to do and very quickly be able to 
execute the best possible play.” 

Kucherov had to shake off rust after missing the entire 2020-21 regular 
season and get back up to speed after hip surgery last offseason. That 
appeared to impede his 5-on-5 game a bit when the series opened, but 
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not on the power play. When the Lightning are in formation on the man-
advantage, their winger can stay somewhat stationary while dishing the 
puck or firing it on net.   

“He can see the right play happening two plays before it’s there,” 
McDonagh said. “His anticipation, his understanding of who is going to 
be the guy open is world class. There are guys that can see a play there, 
but not necessarily make it all the time.” 

With the return of Kucherov the team “added another level to the power 
play,” according to Killorn. 

“He’s one of the best, if not the best, half wall guy in the entire NHL. He 
makes players around him a lot better. He’s finding Pointer. If you take 
Pointer away, Stammer is open. If you take Stammer away, I’m open in 
front. If you take me away, Hedman is free. When Kuch can find those 
guys, it’s very difficult.”  

(Via HockeyViz) 

The shooters 

It’s tough enough when you have one of the generation’s most prolific 
goal scorers in Stamkos on one flank. And he’s not making it any easier 
this postseason, he’s firing the puck at the highest rate of any skater in 
the playoffs –– most of which have come from ‘his office’ in the left circle.  

It’s where the sniper has clustered so many of his shots throughout his 
career, especially on the power play.  It’s where Stamkos scored the 
series-clinching goal in Game 6. 

The shot maps below from HockeyViz highlight just how many of those 
power play attempts have been taken from that area of the ice. 

(Via HockeyViz) 

What makes Stamkos and Kucherov so unique is they’re among the best 
at one-timing any pass.  

“Front foot, back foot, short side, far side,” St. Louis said of Stamkos. “He 
doesn’t just shoot — he shoots to score every time. 

“There are certain times you’re just shooting it trying to get it on net, and 
shooting it as quick as possible,” Stamkos said. “Other times, if you know 
a goalie has a tendency to anticipate well and slide over, I have to go 
back against the grain. There are different moments where you can think 
before you shoot.” 

According to Parnass, one-timers are one of the most dangerous shots, 
aside from tips, because the puck movement can catch a goaltender out 
of position. Ideally, that movement goes across the royal road, or the 
imaginary line that goes right down the middle of the home plate area in 
front of the net, forcing a goaltender to move laterally. 

Kucherov and Stamkos are just two of the shooters that can deflate a 
penalty killing unit. Point’s one of the best players in the league; he’s 
improved his skating, reads and reacts to plays at a high pace, and is 
incredibly crafty. And he plays in a scoring area in front of the net.  

There’s also Hedman at the point, who put his offensive impact on 
display throughout last year’s Stanley Cup run.  

“He can’t be afraid to pound pucks from the middle,” St. Louis said. “You 
create confusion, you create a chaotic environment. Now that’s where 
there’s breakdowns, and seams open for retrievals. I think Heddy has 
done a really good job of shooting the puck when it’s time” 

During the playoffs, that shot hasn’t come as often on the power play. 
Instead, much of the shooting has been left for the skillful forwards 
around him.  

“He’s done a good job of pretending to go one way and then the other, 
feel which way the box is moving and all of a sudden go against the 
grain, and now there’s so much more space for that guy to shoot,” St. 
Louis said.  

The retrievals 

The biggest misconception about the Lightning power play is that it’s all 
skill and highlight-reel plays. Power plays are hard work, as Killorn 
mentioned; winning puck battles and securing puck retrievals are key.  

Case in point was Killorn’s zone entry on Brayden Point’s power-play 
goal in the second period of Game 3. Before the tic-tac-toe passing play 
of Stamkos to Hedman to Kucherov, who one-touched a pass to Point in 
the slot, Killorn had to fight off three Panthers to maintain possession in 
the zone.  

“It’s about possession in space,” St. Louis said. “As soon as you lose 
possession, it’s more physical work. I think ‘Killer’ is one of the best in 
retrievals. I compare him to Dennis Rodman, how he knew where every 
rebound was going to go. ‘Killer’ is really good at retrieving, he has a 
sense of where the puck is going to end up based on the angle of the 
shot. Honestly, you won’t have a good power play unless you’re able to 
retrieve and they do a really good job at it.” 

“Every power play unit needs guys to understand what their job is out 
there and ‘Killer’ understands, he knows he has to be strong on the puck 
and retrieve pucks when they go behind the net or in the corners,” 
Stamkos said.  

How do you defend it? 

“What would be your choice if you give them one of those options?” Dave 
Andreychuk asked.  

“I don’t think you want to give Kuch the puck, I don’t think you want to 
give up the Stamkos one-timer. I personally would try to let Victor 
Hedman shoot down the middle of the ice. You have the best chance of 
blocking it from there. You’ve got to stay close to Point because he 
seems to be able to find a way to get there. What I would say is, ‘Okay, 
we’re going to give up a shot from Hedman, they’re not going to beat us 
elsewhere.’” 

That’s the challenge the Lightning’s opponents face: Finding the lesser of 
five evils.  

“If you’re a killer, I always wanted to flush that half wall guy down as 
much as possible,” said Moore, an experienced penalty killer. “I wanted 
to not just take away that pass up to the top because it’s easy for them to 
use the bumper and get it to the top indirectly. In most cases, the most 
skilled player is the man on the half wall and I felt, ‘Take the puck out of 
his hands.’ It’s harder than it seems.” 

The Hurricanes have a proactive approach while shorthanded. While 
they can shut down their opponents’ offense with Jaccob Slavin, Brett 
Pesce, and Jordan Staal leading the charge, they have a more 
dimensional penalty kill. Their aggressive power kill excels at disrupting 
teams from staying in formation and in the offensive zone. If any team 
can ‘keep them on the run,’ it’s Carolina. The question is how much 
they’ll counter-attack against a power play this loaded. 

The Panthers struggled to limit shots and quality chances against on the 
penalty kill, and their netminders only stopped 65 percent of the shots 
they faced.  

Against Nashville, the Hurricanes had the opportunity to push the pace of 
play and create short-handed offense. They were one of the better teams 
in the opening round at creating quality chances for and limiting those 
against. And they had the stability of Alex Nedeljkovic in net.  

But there’s less room for error in Round 2 with the Lightning as their next 
opponent.  

Andreychuk put it simply: “The easiest way to defend them is to stay out 
of the box.” 

Carolina’s taken 32 penalties through six games so far this postseason, 
and do have to be more disciplined against Tampa – although some 
questionable officiating has inflated that total along the way. So even if 
they can find ways to defend this power play, which won’t be easy, they 
certainly can’t give them this many opportunities.  
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As Coleman explained, this power play is “typically one step ahead of the 
PK” because they’ve been together for so long.  

“They know what the options are before you get the puck. The best 
power plays have the quickest puck movement and multiple options that 
can hurt you, and it’s no secret that “Kuch’ is one of the best in the world 
at the half wall and world-class shot from Stammer, and a lot of guys that 
can hurt you.  

“I’m happy they’re on my side.” 
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Tyler Johnson’s hustle making an impact for Lightning in playoffs 

 

By Eduardo A. Encina 

Published Yesterday 

Updated Yesterday 

 

TAMPA — Tyler Johnson’s playing time diminished and his scoring 
numbers reached career lows this season. But as a playoff-tested 
veteran, the Lightning forward is showing that important contributions can 
go well beyond numbers on a scoresheet. 

In the postseason, scoring first is important, as is setting tempo. And in 
the Lightning’s series-clinching win over the Florida Panthers Wednesday 
night, Johnson contributed to both. 

About six minutes into a scoreless game, Johnson used his speed to 
beat an icing call, outracing Florida defensemen MacKenzie Weegar and 
Anton Stralman to the puck behind the Panthers’ net. Quickly switching 
to offensive mode, he centered a pass to Pat Maroon in front of the goal 
that Maroon flicked past Florida goalie Spencer Knight for the game’s 
first score. 

The play gave the Lightning the lead, and momentum, in Game 6. They 
really never looked back after that, putting the Panthers and the series 
away with a 4-0 win. 

“I just wanted to try to do whatever I can to help our team win,” Johnson 
said. “That’s just trying to play the best you can when you’re called upon. 
It’s just trying to do all the little things right. The playoffs is a different 
atmosphere, it’s a different game where the stakes are a lot higher. And 
you’re not too focused on the individual stuff. It’s just trying to do 
whatever you can for the team.” 

This has been an interesting year for Johnson. Even before the season 
began, not long after he lifted the Stanley Cup, there was talk that the 
Lightning were trying to move him to clear cap space. They didn’t have 
to, instead putting Nikita Kucherov on long-term injured reserve and 
trading for other dead injury contracts to become cap-compliant. 

Johnson had seven goals and 15 points in the Lightning’s first 30 games 
but went through a 21-game goal drought that lasted until May 5. He had 
his share of scoring opportunities but was seemingly snake-bitten before 
his streak ended when a pass went off an opponent’s skate and into the 
slot, where he scored. 

Currently centering the Lightning’s fourth line, Johnson is averaging just 
8:52 of ice time in the postseason. But that lack of playing time doesn’t 
mean he hasn’t made an impact. He showed that in Game 6, not only 
with his assist, but also beating out another icing call after the Panthers 
had pulled Knight for an extra attacker late in the game. 

“You need everybody contributing,” Cooper said. “And maybe those guys 
didn’t play as much as some of the other lines (Thursday). It was just a 

matching scenario with the way things were going. But Johnny had two 
big-time impacts on the game. 

“Those are fundamental. Guys are going nuts on the bench for him. 
Johnny had a whale of a game (Wednesday), and he deserved that set 
up on that first one because it was magnificent work. It’s hard when 
you’re not playing as much to come out and do that, and he performed 
well for us.” 
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Lightning to retire jersey policy after flap with Florida fan 

 

By John Romano 

Published Yesterday 

Updated Yesterday 

 

TAMPA — Once upon a time, the Lightning were desperate for fans. 

The glow of the 2004 Stanley Cup had worn off, the Oren Koules 
ownership regime had gone sideways, and the Lightning were struggling 
on the ice and in the bleachers. It was not uncommon to see Rangers, 
Blackhawks and Maple Leafs fans show up en masse for games at 
Amalie Arena. 

So when the Lightning made a surprising run to the Stanley Cup final in 
2015, the team took the unusual step of monitoring zip codes to block 
out-of-state fans from purchasing seats through Ticketmaster during the 
postseason. Not only did this ensure local fans would get the first crack 
at tickets, it also, theoretically, created a greater home-ice advantage 
during the playoffs. 

The policy, which was mocked in other markets, was soon eliminated as 
Lightning season ticket sales began to grow, and it became a forgotten 
relic of a bygone era. 

Except for one tiny detail that blew up on social media Friday. 

Along with the ticket restrictions, the Lightning had instituted a policy that 
forbade fans from wearing the jerseys of other teams in their premium 
seats and club lounges. It worked out to less than 10 percent of capacity 
when Amalie Arena was filled, but the Lightning were serious enough 
about it to post notices when fans purchased seats in those areas. 

Sporting venues should be the one place where we celebrate our 
differences peacefully and joyfully. If we can’t be civil to each other while 
cheering at a hockey game, how can we possibly co-exist anywhere 
else? 

Now the Lightning say they did this only at the request of their season 
ticket holders in the club lounges, but that still doesn’t make it right. Or 
very smart. And it came back to bite them during the Panthers series 
when an encounter with a fan was videotaped. 

A Florida fan and his 11-year-old son were confronted by a pair of 
team/arena representatives who explained they would either need to 
switch their apparel (the team would provide them with T-shirts) or they 
would be given a refund and asked to leave their seats. When the man 
argued his case, the team employee threatened to have Tampa police 
remove them from the arena. 

Overkill? Oh, yeah. 

Did it come to pass? No. 
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If you listen to the videotape closely, the Florida fan starts off by claiming 
ignorance but then later says he was told by a team employee that they 
could wear their jerseys in their seats. The video has a bit of a gotcha 
feel to it, but that doesn’t make the episode any less wrong. 

And, hours after the video showed up on YouTube and other websites, 
the Lightning told the Tampa Bay Times in a statement that they would 
no longer enforce the policy. 

“After careful consideration the Lightning have elected to relax its visiting 
team apparel policy in the premium clubs for playoff games at Amalie 
Arena. The policy was originally instituted in 2015 at the request of our 
valued ticket holders in those areas, but we realize we have grown as an 
organization and as a hockey market since that time and it is no longer 
necessary.” 

This was one of those ideas that might have sounded clever in a staff 
meeting, but wasn’t fully vetted. And it just got compounded when trying 
to enforce it beyond a simple request. 

It may have been after the fact, but the Lightning at least recognized the 
mistake. 

This is one jersey (policy) that deserved to be retired. 
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Lightning fans will miss local flavor of regional broadcasts, but welcome 
national exposure 

 

By Mari Faiello 

Published Yesterday 

Updated Yesterday 

 

There’s one thing Lightning fans know they can rely on when it comes to 
the Bally Sports Sun broadcast: an entertaining, informative call focused 
on the home team. 

Play-by-play announcer Dave Randorf and color analyst Brian Engblom 
have made games an enjoyable experience for local viewers this season. 
Randorf had big shoes to fill, in his first season replacing retired longtime 
announcer Rick Peckham in January. 

But with the start of the second round Sunday, games for all playoff 
teams move solely to NBC and its family of channels, a typical move for 
playoff broadcasts. 

For Lightning fans, the switch will make broadcasts accessible to Frontier 
cable subscribers and those who use streaming services such as Hulu or 
YouTube TV that dropped Bally Sports Sun due to a carriage-fee dispute 
with Sinclair Broadcast Group. 

Carriage fees are what cable and streaming companies pay network 
owners to carry their networks. Sinclair Broadcast Group owns Bally 
Sports Sun. 

The change is welcome for some fans. Others are not happy about it. 

Beautiful Desert, High-Walled Canyons, Narrow Paths That You Might 
Not Fit Through. Off-Roading Fun in Modified Jeeps. 

“The main reason I don’t like the national broadcasters is that they rely 
on their knowledge and coverage of the big-market teams and know very 
little organically about all other teams,” said Judith Moroff, 61, of Palm 
Harbor. “They repeat the obvious. It is frustrating to listen to them, but in 

all fairness, I felt like they did a better job with different teams of 
coverage during last year’s playoffs.” 

Jared Knight, 32 of Tampa said Randorf and Engblom, who was part of 
three Stanley Cup-winning teams with the Canadiens during a 10-year 
NHL career, bring a national-television feel to every game, no matter 
which team the Lightning are playing. 

“Every broadcast feels like a big game,” he said. 

Some Lightning fans circumvent the national broadcasts by muting the 
sound on their televisions and playing the radio call from play-by-play 
announcer Dave Mishkin and color commentator — and Lightning 
founder and Hall of Fame player — Phil Esposito. 

Nicholas McDaniel, 25, of Tampa has watched the national broadcasts 
this way since the Lightning’s opening-round series against the Blue 
Jackets in 2020. 

Now for every national broadcast, McDaniel sets up his Jensen radio 
(which was an unwelcome family heirloom at one time) and tunes into 
WFLA-AM 970 from his living room. 

“(The radio) took up space at first but has gotten me through some 
Lightning games,” McDaniel joked. 

Chris Coulson, 31, of Denver said he prefers to listen to the radio 
broadcasts because he finds the national TV ones “painful.” 

“They don’t know the players or their backstories,” said Coulson, a 
Lightning fan since 2004 who moved to Denver in 2016 for work. “They 
don’t provide the same level of detail, context or stats that Brian and 
Dave provide, and there’s always some sort of noticeable bias toward the 
team that represents a larger market. It’s frustrating and eventually leads 
me to mute the broadcast and try to sync up Phil and Dave’s radio calls 
to the TV.” 

Among the Lightning fans not upset about the shift is Brandon Black, 44, 
of New Tampa. Though national broadcasts can feel “biased” in favor of 
the big-market teams, he said, he knows the viewing experiences will at 
least be reliable. 

“I won’t miss Bally at all,” Black said. “The app can’t be watched for more 
than six minutes at a time before going out. Then you have to watch an 
ad to get back to the game and, oh, you missed another goal!” 

Black said he relies on the app because he’s usually away from home 
when the games are on. 

Others, such as Knight, hope that the national broadcasts help to 
promote the Lightning. 

“I like that the Bolts are going to be on NBC for the rest of the playoffs to 
give the team more exposure and (make) our players more notable,” 
Knight said. “I like the big-game feel and the production for a big stage 
like the playoffs.” 
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Lightning to open second round Sunday in Carolina 

 

By Eduardo A. Encina 
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TAMPA — The Lightning will open the second round of the playoffs 
against the Carolina Hurricanes Sunday at 5 p.m. at PNC Arena in 
Raleigh, N.C. 

The game will be televised nationally on NBC Sports Network as the first 
half of a doubleheader broadcast. It will be followed by the opening game 
of the series between the Colorado Avalanche and the Vegas-Minnesota 
winner. 

The remaining schedule for the best-of-seven series between the 
Lightning and Hurricanes will be announced “when available,” the NHL 
said. Expect an alternating-day format like in Round 1, which would put 
Game 2 Tuesday in Raleigh, with Games 3 and 4 at Amalie Arena on 
Thursday and Saturday, respectively. 
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Lightning to face Hurricanes in the second round 

 

By Eduardo A. Encina 

Published Yesterday 

Updated Yesterday 

 

The Lightning’s playoff path will go through Carolina. 

Tampa Bay found out its next postseason opponent Thursday night, 
when the Hurricanes advanced to the second round with a series-
clinching 4-3 overtime win over the Predators in Game 6 at Bridgestone 
Arena in Nashville. Sebastian Aho scored just 66 seconds into overtime 
as the Hurricanes rallied from down 3-1. 

The Lightning were 4-3-1 against the Hurricanes this year, and the teams 
played mostly low-scoring, tightly contested games. 

Playing a pressure-filled, tight-checking game that takes away an 
opponent’s space, Carolina has given the Lightning trouble. The 
Lightning’s 2.13 goals per game against Carolina was their lowest 
against any opponent, and two of Tampa Bay’s shutout losses were to 
the Hurricanes. 

The NHL hasn’t announced game times for the Round 2 series, but it 
appears the series will open Sunday in Raleigh, N.C., according to NBC. 
By finishing first in the Central Division, the Hurricanes hold home-ice 
advantage over Tampa Bay, so Games 1 and 2 will be played at PNC 
Arena before the series moves to Amalie Arena for Games 3 and 4. 

The Hurricanes were tested by the Predators in the first round. After the 
Hurricanes took a 2-0 series lead, the next four games went to overtime, 
and Nashville won two of those games at home before Carolina was 
victorious in Games 5 and 6. 

Carolina plans to increase capacity to 15,000 fans for home games at 
PNC Arena in the second round, up from 12,000 in the opening round of 
the playoffs. The Lightning lost three of their four road games against the 
Hurricanes this season, including two shutout losses. They were 
outscored 13-4 in those games. 

Lightning goaltender Andrei Vasilevskiy had a .933 save percentage and 
2.14 goals-against average in seven starts against the Hurricanes, who 
averaged 32 shots on goal against him. Hurricanes rookie goaltender 
Alex Nedeljkovic, a Calder Trophy favorite, allowed just 1.02 goals a 
game and had a .962 save percentage in three regular-season meetings 
with the Lightning. 

 

Tampa Bay Times LOADED: 05.29.2021 

1214482 Tampa Bay Lightning 

 

Synergy between Nikita Kucherov, Brayden Point can make game ‘look 
easy’ 

 

By Eduardo A. Encina 

Published Yesterday 

Updated Yesterday 

 

TAMPA — It might have been the prettiest play of the Lightning’s first-
round playoff series win over the Panthers, and the type that Tampa Bay 
fans have grown accustomed to seeing. 

The Lighting were clinging to a two-goal lead inside of six minutes left in 
Wednesday night’s Game 6, certainly not a safe cushion given the back-
and-forth nature of the series. 

Nikita Kucherov took a bank pass off the far boards from Erik Cernak and 
with two Panthers in front of him, wheeled back around the left circle. All 
a part of the plan, Kucherov waited as Brayden Point sped toward the 
net, then backhanded a perfect pass through two Florida skaters right 
onto Point’s stick as he charged to the left hash. 

Point then put on a clinic in power skating that few can match. In one 
move, he tucked the puck away from MacKenzie Weegar and turned the 
corner on him, leaving the Panthers’ top defenseman flat-footed and 
flailing. 

With Weegar beaten, Point then schooled Florida rookie goalkeeper 
Spencer Knight, cutting in front of him through a poke check and across 
the crease, waiting until Knight was splayed across the net before tucking 
the puck into the net inside the near post. 

“There’s an interesting kind of synergy between Point and Kucherov,” 
said NHL Network studio analyst Stu Grimson, who played 14 seasons in 
the NHL. “They really bring out the best in one another. I continue to 
believe that there’s no skater more important to Tampa than Brayden 
Point. And having said that, the one guy in that organization that really 
reads Point well, plays off of Point exceptionally well and is a great fit for 
Point is Kucherov. 

“They’re a really tough tandem to curtail.” 

Two days earlier, the Panthers found a way to stop the pair. Point had 
zero shots on goal and just two shot attempts; Kucherov had two of the 
Lightning’s best looks on Knight, but was turned away. Florida took away 
the space that allows Kucherov to be creative and make plays, and Point 
the ability to use his speed and skill to find the back of the net. 

But in Game 6, Point scored his third goal of the series that was a result 
of a Kucherov primary assist. Two others looked very similar, both 
coming on the power play, with Kucherov drawing attention from the 
circle, slowing down the play and surveying the scene before feeding 
Point the puck in front of the net. 

Point’s third-period Game 1 goal from Kucherov tied the score in the 
Lightning’s 5-4 win. The two found each other again in Game 3 for the 
fourth of five second-period goals. 

“They’re elite thinkers and they play at a really high pace,” Lightning 
coach Jon Cooper said. “So when you have that, it’s almost like they 
know where each other is going before the other guy does and then they 
communicate. They’ve played together for a while. They talk about where 
they want each other on the ice, but when you can make those high-skill 
plays at such an incredible rate of speed, they can make the game look 
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easy at times, and we’ve seen signs of that in this series and a ton of it in 
last year’s playoffs.” 

Because Kucherov missed the entire regular season recovering from hip 
surgery, the first-round playoff series was the first time the duo has 
played together since last postseason. And it’s almost like they never 
missed a beat since then. During the Stanley Cup run last year, 
Kucherov had the primary assist on six of Point’s team-high 14 
postseason goals. 

“I think it has a lot to do with just the way they process the game 
cognitively,” Grimsom said. “They’re like-minded in that respect. They 
have very, very high-end skill sets and a great expectation for how to find 
one another, they know how to make themselves available to one 
another. And they can improvise on the spot, they’re two of the most 
resourceful players in the game, and you know that’s not to be 
understated.” 
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2021 NHL playoff preview: Hurricanes vs Lightning 

 

By Dom Luszczyszyn  

May 28, 2021  

  

It’s the playoff series many of us expected from the very start of the 
season, and one we’ve been longing for all year: Hurricanes vs. 
Lightning. Two of the league’s best and most exciting teams square off in 
a duel for Central Division supremacy, the defending champions going up 
against an on-the-rise team that has finally arrived as a legitimate 
contender. 

The Hurricanes won the division and were the better team for much of 
the year. With the season series being split very evenly you might expect 
odds closer to 50-50. But while this series is a close one, there is a slant 
towards the defending champions who are obviously a very different 
team in these playoffs thanks to the return of their best skater. Tampa 
Bay has the early edge here. 

Series Odds 

Matchup adjustment takes into account each player’s Game Score 
against this specific opponent as well as his Game Score over the last six 
weeks. 

The two teams split the series 4-4 with just one goal separating the two, 
but Nikita Kucherov is a major X-factor and that was plainly evident in the 
opening round. He is the difference in this series, adding an extra nine 
percent to Tampa Bay’s series probability. Carolina would be at 49.3 
percent if not for Kucherov, which would’ve made this series just about 
as close as you can get to even odds.  

Unfortunately for Hurricanes fans, we don’t live on that planet. Kucherov 
is back and he’s as big of a problem as he’s ever been and that makes 
the road to the semifinals much more arduous. It’s obviously not 
impossible, but Carolina is the clear underdog here now, a role that will 
likely fuel this team. They’re hungry, have a lot of heart, and are ready to 
prove they belong among the league’s elite as a true contender. There’s 
no better measuring stick for that than a series against a fully healthy 
Lightning team. 

Season Stats 

Like the Florida series, there isn’t too much to glean from Tampa Bay’s 
season stats. The Lightning were strong across the board as expected, 

but their overall numbers weren’t exactly elite. A 53 percent share in 
every major category at five-on-five is good, but it’s not world-beating by 
any means and obviously pales in comparison to past seasons. It’s also 
a fair bit worse than Carolina’s full-season numbers where the 
Hurricanes were three percentage points better in terms of goals share 
with the slightest of edges in expected goals share. Combine that with 
better special teams numbers on both the power play and penalty kill and 
it would be fair to call Carolina the better team this past season. 

The same goes for the head-to-head matchup. It may have been by the 
slightest of margins, but Carolina had the edge in goals at five-on-five 
and special teams. There was a clear expected goals edge in that latter 
category too that offers plenty of optimism for Carolina. The Hurricanes 
have the better shot and expected goal shares at five-on-five during the 
playoffs, but it’s important to remember the differing quality of competition 
there as Florida is a stronger team than Nashville (and looked like a 
tough matchup to the Lightning based on the season series). At even 
strength this series looks like it should be relatively tight, though how big 
of an impact Kucherov has to all those numbers remains to be 
determined. 

While this is a different Lightning team thanks to Kucherov, the team’s 
biggest strength in the first round as a result of his return is one Carolina 
is well-equipped to combat. Tampa Bay had the best power play of the 
opening round in terms of goals-per-60, but there’s a massive difference 
between Florida’s poor penalty kill and Carolina’s. Things won’t be so 
easy against Carolina’s power kill which held Nashville to under four 
goals-per-60. Yes, there’s also a massive difference between Nashville’s 
power play and Tampa Bay’s, but Carolina was second in the league on 
the penalty kill by both actual and expected goals during the regular 
season. It’s something that manifested during the season series too and 
though the Lightning have added a dangerous weapon to that, Carolina 
has the ability to slow it down. 

On the other side of things, the Lightning’s usually stingy penalty kill had 
some real trouble limiting chances and goals against Florida, while 
Carolina’s usually strong power play struggled to generate as much 
against Nashville. Tampa Bay’s power play vs. Carolina’s penalty kill will 
be an epic battle of strengths, but whichever team figures out the other 
side might hold the overall edge here. 

In the end, it probably all comes down to goaltending though. That’s not 
something the Hurricanes got much of during the first round, but it was 
what propelled both teams to the top of the standings this season and is 
what defined the season series. While these two teams may feel like 
high-octane offensive juggernauts, the actual season series only 
averaged 4.4 goals per game as a result of identically good goaltending 
at five-on-five. A .945 or .946 on both sides of the ledger meant both 
teams scored nearly one goal-per-60 less than expected and both 
penalty kills did their parts. 

Unless the firepower on both sides awakens, this might turn into another 
goaltending duel as it has all year between these two teams. Both teams 
have a very strong candidate for the job, a microcosm for the teams as a 
whole: the established team/goalie with a winning pedigree going up 
against a rising team/goalie hungry to dethrone the best. 

Roster Breakdown 

Matchup adjustment takes into account each player’s Game Score 
against this specific opponent as well as his Game Score over the last six 
weeks. The numbers may be slightly skewed as a result of ice-time 
allocation. 

Andrei Vasilevskiy is widely regarded as the best goalie in the world. He 
won the Vezina Trophy in 2019 and looks likely to add another to his 
mantle at the end of this season. He has a large sample size of strong 
play, even if it took until this season for this particular model (which uses 
data from Evolving Hockey’s expected goals model) to figure that out. 
Vasilevskiy finished the season fourth in goals saved above expected at 
12.7, though he was second in goals saved above average with 21. 
That’s a strong season that makes him worthy of his lofty GSVA total. 
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And yet, the goalie on the other side, the up-and-coming Alex 
Nedeljkovic, is just a shade higher and worth 4.2 wins. He has a very 
limited sample of 27 career games so the error bars for his projection are 
significantly larger, but in 23 games this year he saved 13.2 goals above 
expected. In 19 fewer games, he was half a goal better than Vasilevskiy, 
though Tampa Bay’s netminder has made up the difference in the 
postseason so far (4.1 goals saved vs. 0.5 for Nedeljkovic). Nedeljkovic 
also gave this Lightning team plenty of trouble in particular, allowing only 
three goals over three contests and saving 4.8 goals above expected in 
those games alone. 

On paper, according to this model, it’s a surprisingly even matchup 
between the pipes. I’m a big fan of Vasilevskiy’s game and disagree that 
he’s the lesser choice, but the overall sentiment might not be so far-
fetched. That sentiment is that goaltending in this series might not be a 
lopsided mismatch by any stretch — Nedeljkovic looks like he can hang. 
There might be much less confidence in what he’s shown to date due to 
low volume of games, but what he has shown in his short career so far 
has been very impressive. It’ll be a matter of which goalie brings his best 
stuff for this series. 

Despite the projected rating, the better goalie will still likely be Vasilevskiy 
and going through the two rosters side-by-side reveals a similar feeling of 
big brother vs. little brother. The Hurricanes are very strong across the 
board and look pretty similarly constructed to Tampa Bay, but the 
Lightning are just a bit stronger each time. Each team has a loaded top 
line with star scorers, but it’s hard not to side with the Lightning. Same 
goes for a secondary scoring second line, as well as a fierce checking 
line – Tampa has the edge. Defensive depth is in their favour too ever so 
slightly, even if Tampa Bay’s is arranged towards balance. 

Really, the only area where Carolina has an edge is that its number one 
defenceman is better than Tampa Bay’s … which … uhh … might also 
be wrong. 

If Carolina wins this series, it might finally be enough for Dougie Hamilton 
to get the respect he deserves as one of the game’s top defencemen. He 
produced well for Carolina this season and was a catalyst for the team’s 
elite power play, but as usual it’s his five-on-five play that’s most worthy 
of praise. His 57 percent expected goals rate was 12th league-wide and 
he’s been the only defenceman in the league who’s consistently been 
near the top of that leaderboard for five years running. When Hamilton is 
on the ice, good things happen and that led to Carolina earning 63 
percent of the goals this past season. Hamilton had a 56 percent 
expected goals rate during the first round which is pretty impressive 
considering four of the games were spent next to Brady Skjei. Getting 
Jaccob Slavin back was obviously a godsend though and the pair 
dominated the final two games. 

I’ll die on the “Hamilton is elite” hill and anyone who says otherwise at 
this point is being willfully ignorant, but taking Hamilton over Victor 
Hedman is of course a much spicier take. The model is all-in on it with 
one win separating the two, but that’s partly because Hedman played the 
last month of the season injured which seriously tanked his projected 
value. He too was a three-win defenceman before that and if he’s truly 
back to full health, then Tampa Bay’s edge only grows further. He was 
second on the team in expected goals percentage in the opening round 
at 50 percent. 

But even if we account for Hedman’s injury the two defenders are close 
and that’s probably not a consensus opinion either. Visually, it’s hard not 
to back Hedman who does a lot for the Lightning from the back end and 
can take his game to new heights in the playoffs as we saw last year. But 
the impacts at five-on-five really support Hamilton enough to at least 
make it a conversation. 

From the start of the season to March 27 (to ignore the injury-plagued 
final month), Hedman had a 60 percent goals rate and 53 percent 
expected goals rate at five-on-five, both of which were lower than 
Hamilton’s. Relative to teammates, both numbers were negative, and 
that’s while playing against secondary matchups. Hamilton plays top 
matchups and puts up better results. That’s been true in each of the last 

two seasons and though he doesn’t score as many points as Hedman, 
his impact at even strength appears larger. Against the Lightning this 
year, Hamilton had a 57 percent expected goals rate. Hedman was the 
exact opposite at 43 percent. If these playoffs go in a similar direction, it’s 
advantage Carolina and should provide a boost for Hamilton’s reputation. 

Having Slavin obviously helps with that a lot. Hedman rarely has a 
legitimate partner to play with, doing a lot on his own, while Hamilton has 
developed some strong chemistry with a player who is probably a 
number one defender in his own right. Slavin is an incredible puck-mover 
that can really do it all. He’s solid in his own end which affords Hamilton 
the opportunity to freelance a bit more. Add a rejuvenated Brett Pesce to 
the mix and Carolina has an excellent triumvirate of defenders that’s 
tough for any team to match. Pesce had a bit of a down year in 2019-20, 
but bounced back in a big way in 2020-21 to get back to the level of a 
legitimate top-pair defender. He was second to Hamilton in expected 
goals percentage this year at a shade under 57 percent. 

Tampa Bay’s next best defender to Hedman isn’t on either of Slavin’s or 
Pesce’s level, but the Lightning do have a solid trio manning every 
pairing to give the team balance. Mikhail Sergachev is a nice weapon to 
have on the third pair and though he didn’t take the expected leap to 
stardom this year, he was still a strong puck-mover that held his own at 
even strength. In the playoffs he led all Lightning defencemen in 
expected goals. 

Ryan McDonagh and Erik Cernak make up the team’s shutdown pair and 
despite playing tough minutes were the team’s best five-on-five 
defenders this season. They took on the very tough Aleksander Barkov 
assignment, and though they narrowly lost the possession battle, they 
won on the scoresheet by a sizeable margin. The shutdown pair will have 
a similarly tough task ahead of them with Carolina’s top line though they 
saw the exact opposite effect during the season: excellent expected 
goals rates, but McDonagh was outscored 5-2. It was 6-0 against 
Cernak. 

Sebastian Aho is not as strong as Barkov is, but “Playoff Aho” might be a 
different story. He was electric against Nashville scoring five goals and 
seven points in six games while being the strong play-driver at five-on-
five he always is. Aho lives for the postseason with 19 points in 14 
games over the last two playoff runs. He’s going to be a problem for 
Tampa Bay, especially if Carolina sticks with its super-charged top line. 
The trio was excellent territorially against Nashville with a 61 percent 
expected goals rate and though they didn’t convert on all opportunities, 
it’s encouraging that the chances were there. They still outscored 
Nashville 2-1. 

While all eyes are on the return of Kucherov for Tampa Bay, there’s a 
small detail that’s been almost completely ignored regarding the season 
series between both clubs this year: Teuvo Teravainen didn’t play in any 
of the games between these two clubs either. Teravainen was sidelined 
for all but 21 games this season and though he’s obviously no Kucherov, 
his playmaking ability and defensive awareness was sorely missed for 
Carolina. He had a quiet first round, but at his best he can be a 
difference-maker. Same goes for Andrei Svechnikov who still has 
another gear left to hit. These playoffs and this series could spark that 
breakthrough to elite status. 

The Hurricanes are far from a one-line team though and possess one of 
the league’s most fearsome middle sixes. Everyone fits in the right place 
and has a role. In the first round, all three of the team’s lines in the top 
nine earned an expected goals percentage greater than 60 percent when 
intact. There were times where the lines were shuffled to find a spark, but 
it’s clear the way it’s usually set up is likely the most optimal.  

Vincent Trocheck has been a revelation for the Hurricanes all season, 
but for Carolina to win this series he’ll have to step things up a bit. He 
had just two points in seven games against Tampa Bay this season and 
only managed three points in the opening round. There’s room for more 
from him and the same goes for Nino Niederreiter who had just one point 
against Nashville. In the speedy Martin Necas though, Carolina has a bit 
of a secret weapon against the Lightning. He was tied for second on the 
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team in the first round with five points, but more impressive was his 
heroics against Tampa Bay this season. He led all Hurricanes skaters 
with eight points and had a very strong 56 percent expected goals rate to 
go with it. Necas had a strong breakout this season and he has the 
potential to really make a name for himself in this series. He’s a guy to 
watch out for. 

While most will veer towards the guys in the top six as the guys that 
make Carolina go, it’s the third line anchored by captain Jordan Staal that 
was the engine in the opening round. Staal is the perfect checking line 
center and he showcased his two-way ability well against Nashville, 
leading his line to a very nice 69 percent expected goals rate for the 
series. That trio is a forechecking force and will cause headaches for the 
Lightning. 

The matchup game will be especially intriguing in this series because the 
two teams are built pretty similarly up front. I doubt we see power vs. 
power which would mean Staal will likely be in charge of keeping Tampa 
Bay’s super line in check. 

Last playoffs, the line of Brayden Point, Kucherov and Ondrej Palat were 
a cheat code and they’ll be an extremely tough assignment for Staal and 
co. The line has a solid 57 percent expected goals rate and outscored 
Florida 4-2 in their minutes together, but that pales in comparison to what 
they can do. Last year they outscored opponents 21-9 en route to a 
Stanley Cup and had a 65 percent expected goals percentage in the 
process. 

That’s a terrifying enough line at five-on-five, but it’s what Point and 
Kucherov can accomplish with the man advantage that’s really scary. 
Kucherov, despite missing an entire regular season of hockey, leads the 
league in playoff points with 11 in six games and seven of those have 
come with the man advantage. His ability to completely freeze penalty 
kills with his half wall mastery is among his best attributes and it makes 
Tampa Bay’s power play all the more threatening. He’s ridiculous in the 
best way and it’s nice to see him immediately step in and be a force. 
There was an acclimation period at five-on-five to start the series against 
Florida, but it didn’t last long and he looks just like his old self again. He’s 
the best skater on either side, and with Point as his running mate Tampa 
Bay has the two best skaters in the series. That’s usually a good recipe 
for success. 

That leaves Tampa Bay’s own checking line as the answer for Carolina’s 
own top line, and they too look ready to pick up right where they left off 
from the last playoffs. They had a 58 percent expected goals rate 
together and upped that to 60 percent during the regular season. They’re 
a problem, especially with Barclay Goodrow back and healthy (Ross 
Colton was not cutting it). He just fits so well next to Yanni Gourde and 
Blake Coleman, both of whom would be legitimate top-six options on 
another club. Here, they’re tenacious and annoying disruptors, ready to 
make Aho’s life hell. You may not see their names on the scoresheet as 
much as the guys in the top six, but the little things they do absolutely 
translate to their underlying numbers. They’re analytics darlings. 

That leaves the second line featuring Steven Stamkos, Anthony Cirelli 
and Alex Killorn — a line that looked a little vulnerable going into the 
Florida series. Previous stints together suggested the chemistry wasn’t 
there and down seasons from Cirelli and Killorn didn’t inspire much 
confidence. Six games later, any worries are out the window as their 
numbers together were identical to the top line’s: 4-2 on the scoresheet 
with a 57 percent expected goals rate. Not bad, plus Stamkos and Killorn 
helped a fair bit on the power play, which contributed to both scoring 
eight points in the series. That was second to only Kucherov. 

Tampa Bay’s firepower is a bit more obvious than Carolina’s and there 
are a lot of weapons that the Hurricanes will need to nullify, but that 
wasn’t too big of a problem during the season series. Kucherov obviously 
changes the dynamic, but it was Killorn who led the Lightning forwards in 
points against Carolina and he only had five. Hedman had five too. Point 
and Palat had four in eight games, and Stamkos had just two in six 
games. That’s a rough look and the top guys will need to step up. It might 

come down to which stars on either side can solve the goaltending 
conundrum on the other side. 

The bottom line 

There is a lot of talent in this series on either side, but nothing will be 
given — everything will be earned. That could mean another grind-it-out 
series decided by goaltending just like the head-to-head matchups this 
year, and that’s something both teams will welcome just fine. They may 
have the reputation for fun, fast-paced hockey, but both teams are built 
for the postseason, ready for whatever style is necessary to win. 

Tampa Bay is the elder statesmen here, the favourite, the defending 
champion. The Lightning have been contenders for most of the past 
decade and know exactly what it takes to win. They will be a very tough 
team to knock out.  

But Carolina is certainly one of the teams capable of doing it. This isn’t 
their first playoff rodeo having gone to conference finals two seasons ago 
only to get swept by the Bruins, and then losing to Boston again in the 
opening round last season. Losses are learning opportunities and this 
team too knows what it will take to go the distance after experiencing 
those two defeats at the hands of a very strong contender. It felt like the 
team had some deer in the headlights moments in those series, but I 
don’t think that’ll be the case here. Carolina is ready for this moment. 

Whether that means victory is much tougher to say, though the odds 
aren’t in their favour. The Hurricanes will need to be at their best because 
the similarly constructed Lightning are just a little bit better all throughout 
the lineup. Regardless of who wins, little brother or big brother, the fight 
to make it to the next round between these two should be a classic. 
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2021 NHL Playoffs: Lightning vs. Hurricanes schedule, TV channel, 
games, scores, guide to the second-round series 

 

By The Athletic NHL Staff  

May 28, 2021 

 

In this Central Division matchup, the No. 3 Tampa Bay Lightning are 
facing the No. 1 Carolina Hurricanes in the second round of the 2021 
NHL Stanley Cup playoffs. For more information on the playoffs, check 
out The Athletic’s daily chances, odds and betting guide and complete 
NHL coverage. 

What to expect from the series 

Dom Luszczyszyn’s Lightning-Hurricanes preview: This is the matchup 
we all wanted in the Central Division this year. Both teams are pretty 
similar, but one has the slight edge in all categories. 

Five things the Hurricanes did to beat the Predators — and can carry 
forward against the Lightning: From Sebastian Aho and Jordan Staal to 
the Power Kill, here are the reasons the Hurricanes are succeeding so 
far in the playoffs. 

“Pick your poison:” A 360-degree look at the potent Lightning power play 
and how to defend it: Tampa Bay has scored eight goals with the man 
advantage — a stunning 40-percent clip. Here’s how they do it. 

Lightning and Hurricanes top reads 

Where did Alex Nedeljkovic come from? Inside the Hurricanes goalie’s 
journey from top prospect to waivers to potential playoff hope. 
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How to win back-to-back Stanley Cups: Past champs believe Lightning 
have the recipe to repeat: Past back-to-back Cup champs from the Red 
Wings and Penguins believe the Lightning can “absolutely” repeat. 
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‘Pick your poison:’ A 360-degree look at the potent Lightning power play 
and how to defend it 

 

By Joe Smith and Shayna Goldman  

May 28, 2021  

  

Joel Quenneville has won more Stanley Cups than any other coach in 
the past 11 years, and will likely be in the Hall of Fame. 

But the Panthers coach still struggled to find a way to thwart the 
Lightning’s potent power play in their first-round series. Tampa Bay 
scored eight goals with the man advantage — a stunning 40-percent clip. 

Quenneville felt with Steven Stamkos and Nikita Kucherov returning for 
the playoffs, it was like Tampa Bay starting a Texas Hold’em hand with “a 
pair of aces.” When it was suggested to Quenneville that a key might be 
taking away the two world-class snipers on the flanks and force Victor 
Hedman shoot from up top, he chuckled.  

They still have Brayden Point in the middle, he pointed out.  

“It is pick your poison,” Quenneville said. “That’s why they’re the best at 
it.” 

The Lightning were outshot and out-chanced at 5-on-5 against the 
Panthers, but their power play helped them advance to the second 
round. And it could be a major factor if the Cup champions manage an 
historic repeat. It makes their matchup with the touted Hurricanes penalty 
kill must-see TV. 

“It’s nightmare fuel for a penalty kill,” former Lightning wing Ryan 
Callahan said. 

So, let’s break down what makes the Lightning so dangerous on the 
power play and how teams can try to defend against it. 

“What separates Tampa is not skill — a lot of power plays around the 
league have skill,” said former NHLer and current NBCSN analyst 
Dominic Moore. “What separates Tampa is the intelligence with which 
they design their units, design their plays. It’s kind of like Jiu-Jitsu, they 
use what you do against you. If you take one thing away, well that opens 
up something else.” 

The setup 

The Lightning go with the 1-3-1 “umbrella” formation that many teams 
use. The key difference for Tampa Bay is that their top unit is loaded with 
star power.  

Just as teams have trended toward a four forward and one defender unit 
that’s proven to boost shot and goal production, more are also leaning on 
their top power play unit instead of equally splitting time between groups. 
Tampa’s top unit has played close to 78 percent of the power play 
minutes in the playoffs.  

The first unit’s core has been the same for much of the last two years. 
Stamkos and his right-handed shot is stationed in the left circle, while 
lefty Kucherov plays on the right. Each is a dynamic passer and shooter. 
Plus, both play on their off-wing which helps speed up puck movement 
and shooting that can challenge a goaltender’s lateral movement.  While 

there are some defensive risks to playing on the offside, Arik Parnass, 
now an analyst for the Avalanche, found that deploying skaters on their 
off-wing can lead to a higher goal probability.  

Point plays in the slot between the wingers, to round out the ‘three’ of the 
umbrella formation. Alex Killorn helps provide a screen in front of the 
crease, and is at the ready for deflections and second chance shots, and 
Hedman is up at the point. 

Tampa Bay’s approach focuses on puck movement and reads, with three 
one-timer options up top and both flanks. What strikes Marty St. Louis 
about the Lightning power play is how there’s not really many set plays. 

“They just read off one another,” he said. “And with great playmakers and 
game-breakers, they can make you pay if you over defend one thing. It’s 
like chess the way they do it.” 

How the Lightning generate offense  

“Everyone looks at the highlights and sees the puck go in the net, but 
they don’t see the step that happens before you get there,” coach Jon 
Cooper said. “It’s the breakout, the shot before that happens, the 
retrieval, where guys know where other guys are going. Ultimately, guys’ 
playmaking and skill has to take over, and it does. They are highly skilled 
and the power play is an art to them. It’s on full display. But so much 
more goes into it than just ‘the puck ends up in the net.’” 

It starts with getting the puck in the offensive zone, which is one of the 
first objectives of the power play according to the work of Parnass, 
followed by maintaining possession, quickly getting into formation, and 
generating scoring chances. 

The Lightning have two of the best in terms of zone entries in Point and 
Kucherov, which allows the power play plenty of time to set up. Point’s 
one of the best at bringing the puck into the offensive zone at 5-on-5 too 
both in terms of the rate of entries and carry-in percentage, according to 
Corey Sznajder’s tracking data. That translates to the power play, where 
he often has more space because not only are their opponents down a 
player, but have to face-off against the team’s best at once.  

What makes Point so effective carrying the puck in? 

“He’s inherently good at it,” Moore said. “It’s his speed, timing, lateral 
movement with the puck is as good or better than anyone in the league… 
Being a smaller guy helps him be agile. I feel all those teams that try to 
have a 1-3 or play back, and you drop it to Point when you’re not gapped 
up, you’ve got no chance.” 

Do you try to disrupt the drop pass? 

“If they see you, they’ll adjust and all of a sudden, they stretch pass it and 
Point doesn’t come back,” Moore said. “It’s a constant cat and mouse 
game, especially in the playoffs when you go up against teams over and 
over. That’s where the coaching adjustments come in.” 

Quick regroups help make the most of the power play clock, and with 
puck possession, the Lightning can get into formation and get to work. All 
but one of the Lightning’s eight postseason goals was scored while in 
formation in the offensive zone.  

Stamkos said the top unit has a lot of experience together, which helps 
their chemistry and their reads.  

“We’re a familiar group with each other, we’ve played together a long 
time now. The power play has clicked and been a big part of our 
success,” Stamkos said. 

Through six playoff games, the Lightning have created a high volume of 
shots — about 94 unblocked shot attempts per 60. Expected goals, 
which weighs in shot type, angle, distance, and whether it was a rush or 
second chance opportunity among other factors, can be used as a proxy 
for shot quality; Tampa Bay’s generated 8.3 expected goals per 60. 
They’ve out-performed that by a lot, scoring at a rate of 18.91 goals per 
60.  
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The heat maps below help give a glimpse into that offensive generation, 
with orange and brown tones representing where the team frequently 
shoots from, and purple areas showing where they rarely shoot.  

Six games is already a small sample, it’s even smaller when breaking it 
down into just power play time; the Lightning have only played about 25 
minutes on the man-advantage so far. Operating at 40 percent may not 
be sustainable long-term, but there’s clearly a difference between their 
production now versus during the regular season when they clicked at 
22.2 percent (ninth in the league). The team’s shooting the puck and 
getting to the quality areas more often. Much of that has to do with a key 
addition for the playoffs.  

Runs through Kucherov 

Ryan McDonagh and Blake Coleman believe Kucherov is one of the best 
in the world at the half wall spot, partly due to his elite hockey IQ, partly 
due to his skill and playmaking ability. The power play runs through him.  

“What he’s able to do is read the layers,” St. Louis said. “He’s not just 
making one read, he’s making a bunch of reads at once. And he usually 
makes the best play. Not just a play. He usually can find the best play 
through multiple layers of reads. He knows where not just where his guys 
are, he knows where the opponents are, whether he’s a righty or lefty, 
there’s so many calculations he has to do and very quickly be able to 
execute the best possible play.” 

Kucherov had to shake off rust after missing the entire 2020-21 regular 
season and get back up to speed after hip surgery last offseason. That 
appeared to impede his 5-on-5 game a bit when the series opened, but 
not on the power play. When the Lightning are in formation on the man-
advantage, their winger can stay somewhat stationary while dishing the 
puck or firing it on net.   

“He can see the right play happening two plays before it’s there,” 
McDonagh said. “His anticipation, his understanding of who is going to 
be the guy open is world class. There are guys that can see a play there, 
but not necessarily make it all the time.” 

With the return of Kucherov the team “added another level to the power 
play,” according to Killorn. 

“He’s one of the best, if not the best, half wall guy in the entire NHL. He 
makes players around him a lot better. He’s finding Pointer. If you take 
Pointer away, Stammer is open. If you take Stammer away, I’m open in 
front. If you take me away, Hedman is free. When Kuch can find those 
guys, it’s very difficult.”  

The shooters 

It’s tough enough when you have one of the generation’s most prolific 
goal scorers in Stamkos on one flank. And he’s not making it any easier 
this postseason, he’s firing the puck at the highest rate of any skater in 
the playoffs –– most of which have come from ‘his office’ in the left circle.  

It’s where the sniper has clustered so many of his shots throughout his 
career, especially on the power play.  It’s where Stamkos scored the 
series-clinching goal in Game 6. 

What makes Stamkos and Kucherov so unique is they’re among the best 
at one-timing any pass.  

“Front foot, back foot, short side, far side,” St. Louis said of Stamkos. “He 
doesn’t just shoot — he shoots to score every time. 

“There are certain times you’re just shooting it trying to get it on net, and 
shooting it as quick as possible,” Stamkos said. “Other times, if you know 
a goalie has a tendency to anticipate well and slide over, I have to go 
back against the grain. There are different moments where you can think 
before you shoot.” 

According to Parnass, one-timers are one of the most dangerous shots, 
aside from tips, because the puck movement can catch a goaltender out 
of position. Ideally, that movement goes across the royal road, or the 

imaginary line that goes right down the middle of the home plate area in 
front of the net, forcing a goaltender to move laterally. 

Kucherov and Stamkos are just two of the shooters that can deflate a 
penalty killing unit. Point’s one of the best players in the league; he’s 
improved his skating, reads and reacts to plays at a high pace, and is 
incredibly crafty. And he plays in a scoring area in front of the net.  

There’s also Hedman at the point, who put his offensive impact on 
display throughout last year’s Stanley Cup run.  

“He can’t be afraid to pound pucks from the middle,” St. Louis said. “You 
create confusion, you create a chaotic environment. Now that’s where 
there’s breakdowns, and seams open for retrievals. I think Heddy has 
done a really good job of shooting the puck when it’s time” 

During the playoffs, that shot hasn’t come as often on the power play. 
Instead, much of the shooting has been left for the skillful forwards 
around him.  

“He’s done a good job of pretending to go one way and then the other, 
feel which way the box is moving and all of a sudden go against the 
grain, and now there’s so much more space for that guy to shoot,” St. 
Louis said.  

The retrievals 

The biggest misconception about the Lightning power play is that it’s all 
skill and highlight-reel plays. Power plays are hard work, as Killorn 
mentioned; winning puck battles and securing puck retrievals are key.  

Case in point was Killorn’s zone entry on Brayden Point’s power-play 
goal in the second period of Game 3. Before the tic-tac-toe passing play 
of Stamkos to Hedman to Kucherov, who one-touched a pass to Point in 
the slot, Killorn had to fight off three Panthers to maintain possession in 
the zone.  

“It’s about possession in space,” St. Louis said. “As soon as you lose 
possession, it’s more physical work. I think ‘Killer’ is one of the best in 
retrievals. I compare him to Dennis Rodman, how he knew where every 
rebound was going to go. ‘Killer’ is really good at retrieving, he has a 
sense of where the puck is going to end up based on the angle of the 
shot. Honestly, you won’t have a good power play unless you’re able to 
retrieve and they do a really good job at it.” 

“Every power play unit needs guys to understand what their job is out 
there and ‘Killer’ understands, he knows he has to be strong on the puck 
and retrieve pucks when they go behind the net or in the corners,” 
Stamkos said.  

How do you defend it? 

“What would be your choice if you give them one of those options?” Dave 
Andreychuk asked.  

“I don’t think you want to give Kuch the puck, I don’t think you want to 
give up the Stamkos one-timer. I personally would try to let Victor 
Hedman shoot down the middle of the ice. You have the best chance of 
blocking it from there. You’ve got to stay close to Point because he 
seems to be able to find a way to get there. What I would say is, ‘Okay, 
we’re going to give up a shot from Hedman, they’re not going to beat us 
elsewhere.’” 

That’s the challenge the Lightning’s opponents face: Finding the lesser of 
five evils.  

“If you’re a killer, I always wanted to flush that half wall guy down as 
much as possible,” said Moore, an experienced penalty killer. “I wanted 
to not just take away that pass up to the top because it’s easy for them to 
use the bumper and get it to the top indirectly. In most cases, the most 
skilled player is the man on the half wall and I felt, ‘Take the puck out of 
his hands.’ It’s harder than it seems.” 

The Hurricanes have a proactive approach while shorthanded. While 
they can shut down their opponents’ offense with Jaccob Slavin, Brett 
Pesce, and Jordan Staal leading the charge, they have a more 
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dimensional penalty kill. Their aggressive power kill excels at disrupting 
teams from staying in formation and in the offensive zone. If any team 
can ‘keep them on the run,’ it’s Carolina. The question is how much 
they’ll counter-attack against a power play this loaded. 

The Panthers struggled to limit shots and quality chances against on the 
penalty kill, and their netminders only stopped 65 percent of the shots 
they faced.  

Against Nashville, the Hurricanes had the opportunity to push the pace of 
play and create short-handed offense. They were one of the better teams 
in the opening round at creating quality chances for and limiting those 
against. And they had the stability of Alex Nedeljkovic in net.  

But there’s less room for error in Round 2 with the Lightning as their next 
opponent.  

Andreychuk put it simply: “The easiest way to defend them is to stay out 
of the box.” 

Carolina’s taken 32 penalties through six games so far this postseason, 
and do have to be more disciplined against Tampa – although some 
questionable officiating has inflated that total along the way. So even if 
they can find ways to defend this power play, which won’t be easy, they 
certainly can’t give them this many opportunities.  

As Coleman explained, this power play is “typically one step ahead of the 
PK” because they’ve been together for so long.  

“They know what the options are before you get the puck. The best 
power plays have the quickest puck movement and multiple options that 
can hurt you, and it’s no secret that “Kuch’ is one of the best in the world 
at the half wall and world-class shot from Stammer, and a lot of guys that 
can hurt you.  

“I’m happy they’re on my side.” 
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The Athletic / Duhatschek notebook: How will Wayne Gretzky do on 
TNT? Where could Tyson Barrie sign? Plus, Masterton thoughts 

 

By Eric Duhatschek  

May 28, 2021  

  

News: Wayne Gretzky is joining Turner Sports as a studio analyst. 

Views: Gretzky is the NHL’s all-time leading scorer, a four-time Stanley 
Cup champion, and in most people’s minds, the best player to ever play 
the game. Gretzky has a name recognition value that transcends the 
sport, there hasn’t been a hockey player before or since him who does 
that. Bobby Orr was sensational, Gordie Howe legendary and Mario 
Lemieux so much fun to watch. But if you were to ask a casual sports fan 
with a limited interest in ice hockey to name a single player, they might 
manage Gretzky’s name — but probably no one else’s. 

So, it’s pretty clear why both TNT and ESPN were interested in adding 
Gretzky to their broadcasting teams, when they share U.S. national 
television rights next season. If you want to grow the audience for 
hockey, having the Great One as part of your studio package can only 
enhance your chances. 

Truthfully, I never saw Gretzky as a TV voice, but I also know how much 
he loves the NHL and this is a way of staying connected to the game. 
Presumably, TNT will provide some coaching on the ins and outs of how 
to be a TV panelist and he’ll probably get some advice internally from his 

family. Wife Janet and son Trevor are both actors and can provide some 
helpful hints about projecting your voice and making yourself heard in a 
panel situation which — if the decibel levels on Inside the NBA are any 
indication — will be half of the challenge. 

Gretzky is, by nature, soft-spoken. 

Soft-spoken and TV in the modern era generally do not go hand in hand. 
ALSO: Gretzky, in the past, has been reluctant to criticize the NHL very 
much over the years. It has been the hand that’s fed him over a 20-year 
playing career and then in a variety of gigs afterward — NHL coach, part 
owner, front-office advisor and league ambassador for its 2017 
Centennial celebrations. 

What I will tell you however is, for all the time, Gretzky has been on the 
outside, looking in — he has paid close, close attention to goings on 
around the NHL. We’d be talking about a team — he was always asking 
about the Calgary Flames — and he’d be familiar with a third-pairing 
defenceman, a fourth-line forward or a youngster coming through the 
system. He might not be at the Mark Scheifele-engagement level, but he 
had a top-to-bottom knowledge of the teams and the players around the 
league that show he’s continued to pay attention throughout the years. 

Plus, his circle is huge. If Gretzky ever wanted to be a news breaker or 
“insider,” he would rocket to the top of the charts in that role. His Rolodex 
would be unparalleled. If he needed to do a bit of research before a TV 
hit and reached out to someone — anyone — in the game, who is going 
to turn down a call from The Great One? 

The problem, over the arc of his playing career, was that his words 
always carried so much weight whenever he ventured a strong opinion 
that he eventually just stopped doing it. The backlash over calling the 
New Jersey Devils a “Mickey Mouse” organization back in 1983 stung 
him — and also stuck with him. He navigated the waters carefully after 
that. But what that moment told you was, he was capable of a strong 
opinion, he was just been reluctant to share them publicly. Or at least, he 
was in the past. 

If Charles Barkley becomes his spiritual guide on this latest journey, will 
that change? Probably not. The best people on TV are also the most 
authentic. You’d have to think that before agreeing to do this, Gretzky 
would have told the TNT people — if you’re looking for outrageous or 
headline-making commentary, look elsewhere. What he can provide is 
knowledge and insight into the game, and he’s a stickler for history. As 
anyone who ever played with him will tell you, Gretzky remembers 
everything. Every pass. Every play. Every moment. It’s uncanny. 

That encyclopedic knowledge — on live TV — will add value to the TNT 
package. Not everyone was on board with the idea of the Great One on 
TV, but I’ll stake out the territory on the other side of the discussion and 
argue it’s going to be better than people might think. Gretzky never 
settled for mediocrity. It’s hard to imagine he’d go down this path, if he 
didn’t think he could excel at it too. 

This and that 

The post-mortems were unfolding, fast and furiously this past week, as 
more and more teams with high playoff expectations found themselves 
on the sidelines after Round 1. Let’s look at a few specifics: 

Tyson Barrie is going to be an interesting offseason case study. The 
Oilers signed Barrie to a one-year bargain-basement contract last 
offseason for $3.75 million and the idea was that it would give him time to 
get his career back on track after a bump in the road with the Toronto 
Maple Leafs. It worked too. In the end, Barrie led all NHL defencemen in 
points with 48, a reasonable development considering he got to be the 
power-play quarterback on a team that also boasted Connor McDavid 
and Leon Draisaitl. 

Over the past three seasons, Barrie has had a chance to play with elite 
NHL centers in three different locales: Colorado, Toronto and now 
Edmonton. It worked well in two — with Nathan MacKinnon and with 
McDavid. But it also means Barrie, at age 29, knows first-hand that the 
grass isn’t always greener on the other side of the hill. 
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Fit is so important. Like so many teams, Edmonton will be juggling to 
make the cap numbers work and for Barrie, it’s hard to imagine they can 
afford anything more than $5 to $5.5 million on a three, or maybe a four-
year term. Could Barrie get more on the open market? Sure, probably. 
Based on his departure interview, it sounds as if he’ll at least want to 
explore the security of a long-term deal. Now, if you stripped away the 
financial part of the equation, Boston would make some sense for Barrie. 
He could effectively go in there and replace what Torey Krug gave the 
Bruins all the years he was there. Eventually, Boston is going to have to 
find the dollars to extend Charlie McAvoy (one year remaining on a $4.9 
million AAV), but Barrie, at the right price, might look attractive. 

Presumably, Barrie would look also at the contracts signed by Krug in St. 
Louis and Justin Faulk before him and think he too should get around six 
years at $6.5 million. Is it doable in a flat-cap world? Logically, you’d think 
no — but then logic rarely ever enters the free-agent sweepstakes. 

Oilers’ GM Ken Holland acknowledged that perhaps the greatest 
offseason unknown revolves around defenceman Oscar Klefbom who 
missed the entire season because of a chronic shoulder problem. 
Holland is hoping to get a progress report on Klefbom before the Oilers 
have to file their protected lists for the Seattle expansion draft. In his last 
full NHL season, Klefbom played a crucial role for the Oilers, gobbling up 
25:25 minutes per game, contributing 34 points in 62 games and 
effectively playing as a No. 1 defenceman — all for a very reasonable 
$4.167 million per season, a contract which has two years to run. 

If the Oilers sign Adam Larsson to a contract extension before the 
expansion draft, they could decide to leave Klefbom unprotected and 
then force Seattle to make a decision on whether to choose him or a 
safer option. Philosophically speaking, Seattle should be prepared to 
take a handful of big swings in the expansion draft, and this is one 
situation where a big swing would defensible if Klefbom were available. 
There’ll be all kinds of third-pair defencemen and minor-league forwards 
available to the Kraken. If Klefbom can play, he’s someone that would 
land on their first pair. That’s no small feat … 

What about Ryan Nugent-Hopkins? Currently, Nugent-Hopkins is set to 
become an unrestricted free agent and he’ll be one of the more desirable 
players if he doesn’t re-sign with Edmonton. Gabe Landeskog tops the 
charts of wingers approaching UFA status, but it’s hard to imagine any 
scenario under which Landeskog leaves Colorado. 

Nugent-Hopkins is part of the Oilers’ leadership group and that matters 
internally — to coach Dave Tippett and also to McDavid and Draisaitl. 
Considering how and why the Oilers lost to Winnipeg in the opening 
round — little secondary support for the Big 2 — it doesn’t make any 
sense to lose your third-best forward if you can at all help it. They need to 
add quality up front, not subtract it. But there is a price point for every 
player and it’s hard to imagine any scenario under which Nugent-Hopkins 
gets a raise in Edmonton – he’s a $6 million player now and you’d have 
to think the organization would actually like to get him done for something 
a little under that, a number that begins with a five rather than a six. That 
negotiation will be interesting … 

So last week, I ventured a thought that T.J. Oshie would be more 
valuable to Washington going forward than maybe even Evgeny 
Kuznetsov and when the Caps did their post-mortem after losing in the 
opening round, that’s the message that came through from all the parties. 
Oshie made it clear that his preference would be to play out his career 
with the Capitals rather than return to Seattle as the first captain of the 
Kraken, even if it meant finishing out his career in his home state. 
General manager Brian MacLellan noted that Oshie, at age 34, had one 
of his best seasons ever and that a decision on who to protect and who 
to expose would be complicated. Kuznetsov contracted COVID-19 twice 
last year, completely disrupting his season. He earns a ton of money — 
$7.8 million — and if that money could be moved, it would open the door 
to retain Oshie and give the Caps a little wiggle room going forward to 
address other needs. 

Lots of interest in Tampa and how the Lightning might get cap compliant 
next year. For starters, it’s hard to imagine the Lightning can bid for either 

Blake Coleman ($1.8 million) or Barclay Goodrow ($900,000) who were 
so helpful during last year’s Stanley Cup run, not just for what they did on 
the ice, but how much value they got from both players at bargain-
basement salaries. Both are on expiring contracts and Coleman likely will 
attract attention from half a dozen teams around the league — everybody 
that bids for Zach Hyman and comes up short will be in on Coleman as 
well. You can’t imagine Coleman getting less than four years at $4 
million, which probably prices Tampa out and makes you wonder, is he 
the sort of player that would help Edmonton get to the next level or if not 
Edmonton, then maybe Dallas, which would be a homecoming of sorts 
for the Plano, TX. native … 

The Oilers will almost certainly buy out James Neal and if Neal goes to 
market, he will likely command little more than the NHL minimum next 
year. Is Pittsburgh a fit? Five-on-five, he’s unlikely to be able to play on 
either Sidney Crosby or Evgeni Malkin’s line, but he still has the ability to 
be a net-front presence on their second power play. The Penguins never 
really replaced Patric Hornqvist this year. If Neal is available for $1 
million or less, do the Penguins sign him as a specialist for a rock-bottom 
price to make the salary-cap numbers work elsewhere? He does have 
allies (Crosby, Malkin) in the Penguins’ dressing room. 

And finally 

NHL trophy ballots were due back on May 20, all except for the 
Masterton Trophy, which is voted on differently. Every member of the 
Professional Hockey Writers’ Association is permitted to cast a ballot — 
NHL trophy ballots were restricted to 100 selectors this year — and the 
Masterton votes weren’t due until this past Monday. 

Every year, I go on a Masterton riff because it’s a personal favorite and a 
feel-good award. Often, the Masterton highlights a player who may have 
gained some notoriety in his own market, but doesn’t necessarily 
translate onto a league-wide canvas even if there is a story there worth 
telling to a larger audience. It reminds me of what they used to say about 
the Academy Awards — the honor is in being nominated, not necessarily 
winning because even by being nominated, it highlights an achievement. 

Sometimes, it’s recovering from an injury. 

Sometimes, it’s an appreciation for longevity — and acts as kind of a 
long-service award for players that have flown under the radar. 

This year, from another long list of very worthy candidates, it’s notable 
that the San Jose chapter of the PHWA nominated Patrick Marleau for 
the award after Marleau passed Gordie Howe to become first all-time in 
NHL regular-season games played. That happened in the final month of 
the regular season and there was a legitimate appreciation from both 
teammates and opponents alike for Marleau and what an extraordinary 
accomplishment that was. 

Think of the specific definition of the Masterton — for dedication, 
perseverance, sportsmanship — and Marleau ticks all the boxes. 

What was particularly noteworthy about this year’s nominees was how 
many were goalies — nine of the 31 — and the list illustrates how difficult 
and varied the path to the NHL could be for so many netminders. 

So, for example, Marc-Andre Fleury is the Vegas nomination — No. 1 
pick in 2003, subject of trade rumors last summer. Some players would 
sulk and wear their injured pride on their sleeves. Fleury, by contrast, 
seems incapable of having a bad day. That sunny disposition, and the 
ability to put everything aside and professionally get the job done, game-
in and game-out, night-in and night-out, matters. 

Of all the players nominated for the Masterton, Fleury is probably the 
only sure-fire Hall of Famer (though Nashville’s Pekka Rinne will have a 
great shot). Fleury has won major awards before, and Stanley Cups, and 
sometimes those sorts of achievements actually work against a 
candidate in the Masterton vote, because the Masterton also serves as a 
de facto unsung hero award some years. But in Fleury’s case, it shouldn’t 
matter. 
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As with Marleau, he checks all the boxes. But in terms of struggles and 
ups-and-downs along the way, both Jack Campbell (Toronto) and Chris 
Driedger (of Florida) have taken different, long and winding roads to the 
NHL that featured more than a few detours. To get to where they were 
this year — key cogs on teams that reached great regular-season 
heights — after starting the season as the nominal backups was really 
something. 

Performance actually isn’t a Masterton criterium, other than the fact that 
in Campbell’s and Driedger’s cases, performances this year solidified 
their NHL credentials, where maybe three years ago, there would have 
been questions about whether they belong in the league or not. 

How about Eric Comrie in Winnipeg, who played one game in the NHL 
this year, three last year, but has been part of four different organizations 
over a 24-month span, a frequent waiver-draft addition as an insurance 
policy who never really got the chance to show he could play? 

The fact that he’s still carrying on? Good for him. 

Campbell and Driedger have to be his role models, going forward, proof 
that if you stick at it long enough, a door eventually opens a crack. Then 
you’ve got to make the most of the opportunity when it’s there. In some 
ways, it’s also what Dustin Tokarski (Buffalo) or Scott Wedgewood hope 
to do. Rounding out the goalie nominees: the irrepressible Mike Smith 
(Edmonton), the accomplished Rinne (Nashville) and the steady Casey 
DeSmith (Pittsburgh). 

If you consider the third component of the Masterton criteria — 
sportsmanship — against their career penalty-minute lists, you can 
probably guess that a successful campaign will be a tough sell for all 
three, though there is a weird part of my animal brain that completely 
understands why they were nominated. 

The Flyers’ Oskar Lindblom is up for the Masterton for the second year in 
a row. He was a finalist last year when Bobby Ryan, then of the Ottawa 
Senators, won the award. Lindblom was back playing full-time this year 
after recovering from Ewing’s sarcoma. He wasn’t supposed to play at all 
last season, but when the playoffs were delayed until August last year, 
managed to get back into the Flyers’ lineup for an Eastern Conference 
semifinal game against the Islanders in early September. 

This year, Lindblom played 50 games for the Flyers, scored 14 points 
and averaged 13:11 in ice time. But it was a challenge, he noted, that his 
energy “goes up and down. You can feel great one day and the other day 
you feel like you haven’t played hockey for a while. You just have to 
battle through and try to be strong mentally and do your work every day, 
and hopefully you feel good. That’s the only thing I can do. Try to recover 
as well as I can and be on top of my game.” 

The other thing that the list of finalists makes you do is go down the 
rabbit hole of a few other stories, such as Roope Hintz of the Dallas 
Stars, who played through a lower-body injury all year. Hintz and the 
Stars coaching staff collectively made the call of whether he was in or out 
depending upon how he was holding up on a given day; he ultimately got 
into 41 games and contributed almost every time he felt good enough to 
play. The easier path for Hintz would have been to shut it down for the 
season; the fact that he quietly kept going, as the Stars stayed close in 
the playoff race, demonstrated the perseverance the award is intended to 
highlight. 

The Masterton is always the hardest award in which to pick a winner 
because unlike the other awards, where there is sometimes a runaway 
winner and other times, a small cluster of worthy candidates, you could 
make a strong case for probably 25 of the nominees. Results tend to be 
scattershot, but if I was making an educated guess, I would say Marleau 
and Lindblom’s names will be on the majority of ballots, with one of 
Fleury, Driedger or Campbell as the third finalist. 
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The Athletic / NHL power rankings: The ‘Sour’ rankings say Colorado 
remains “Good 4 U”, but is it “Deja Vu” for the Leafs? 

 

By Dom Luszczyszyn and Sean Gentille  

May 28, 2021  

  

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. Eleventh team? Worst 
shot. As for the non-qualifiers, you get sad lyrics from Olivia Rodrigo’s 
debut album “Sour”. Missing the playoffs is basically like a breakup so it 
all fits pretty perfectly. 

You’re welcome. 

1. Colorado Avalanche 

Last week: 1 

Series Record: Won 4-0 over the St. Louis Blues 

Dom rank: 1 

Sean rank: 1 

Dom: The Avalanche swept the series, winning every game by three or 
more goals. The two teams were so far apart that there was an 
interesting question whether the Avalanche should, err, maybe rest some 
players in Game 4 to guarantee Nazem Kadri is back for at least Game 6 
of the next series. Yes, I know it goes against everything in hockey 
culture and the idea of sportsmanship in general. It’s incredibly 
disrespectful to the Blues. But I mean, if the goal is to win the Cup it 
certainly would’ve helped the team’s chances of winning it all and it’s not 
like the Blues really had a shot of coming back. 

Sean: Know who else is incredibly disrespectful to the Blues? You! 
Gotcha! While we’re on the topic of Kadri — his appeal was heard on 
Thursday, so we’ll see how that goes — it’s worth talking about J.T. 
Compher, who took Kadri’s spot between Andrei Burakovsky and Joonas 
Donskoi. Honestly, I hadn’t realized that he’s coming off a pretty solid 
regular season; 10 goals and 18 assists in 48 games; an expected goals 
percentage (56.14) that was right there with Kadri’s; an actual goals 
percentage (68.42) that was right there at the top of Avs’ regulars … not 
a bad guy to bump up. Whoever they play, it’ll be on Sunday. 

2. Tampa Bay Lightning 

Last week: 2 

Series Record: Won 4-2 over the Florida Panthers 

Dom rank: 2 

Sean rank: 2 

Sean: I think most of us figured that Nikita Kucherov would hit the ground 
running — it feels like he started practicing with the Lightning around 
Valentine’s Day — but man, his first series was wild. Three goals and 
eight assists for a league-leading 11 points, and he generally looks like 
himself despite shrugging off another injury. Good players are good, and 
Florida didn’t have much of an answer for him from the jump. If he isn’t 
ready to roll, particularly in Game 1, who knows? That series, basically, 
went according to plan — the games were tight, the metrics were close, 
but the team with the quasi-All-Star roster won out. 
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My big question around them is still whether they’re too reliant on that 
power play, great as it is (8-for-23 against Florida). Fewer opportunities, 
a couple of unfortunate bounces … you never know. But whatever. 

Dom: The power play was definitely something I noted in my preview 
because Florida’s penalty kill was a glaring weakness. Getting Kucherov 
back was obviously big for that. At five-on-five the series ended up dead 
even by expected goals, but that ignores that the Lightning were the 
much better team in the final two games. Again, that’s on Kucherov 
starting to figure things out at five-on-five. His first three games there 
were so-so, but then he rattled off expected goals percentages of 68, 85 
and 66 percent. He’s back. 

3. Boston Bruins 

Last week: 3 

Series Record: Won 4-1 over the Washington Capitals 

Dom rank: 3 

Sean rank: 3 

Sean: Be careful, Long Island. Tristan Jarry is on the other black and 
gold team. 

Dom: I remember when it was 1-0 Capitals and someone tweeted 
something sassy to me about my Bruins in five prediction. Folks, never 
count your chickens until they hatch. What an absolutely dominant 
showing from the Bruins who owned the puck all series at five-on-five 
against Washington. Boston gave them absolutely nothing for the 
majority of the series and though four of the games were decided by one 
goal, it didn’t really feel like the series was that close. They’re the team to 
beat in the East and if the bracket unfolds as expected could be a real 
threat to Colorado in the semi-finals. 

Sean: Charlie McAvoy is so good at so many things. We talk about 
Bergeron, et al, every week, and it’s not fair. Charlie McAvoy erasuretop 
must end.  

4. Carolina Hurricanes 

Last week: 4 

Series Record: Won 4-2 over the Nashville Predators 

Dom rank: 4 

Sean rank: 4 

Dom: The comeback Canes! Down 2-1 in the third in Game 5 and win it 
two minutes into overtime. Down 3-2 in the third in Game 6 and win it one 
minute into overtime. The vibes on this team are simply immaculate and 
that series against Tampa Bay is going to be a whole lot of fun. I don’t 
even care who wins there, I just hope it goes to seven. 

Sean: Carolina isn’t in this spot because they committed to the diagonal 
“CANES” look on the road and the black warning flags at home, but … 
actually, they might be. What a player Jaccob Slavin is. The dude misses 
three games, steps back and immediately starts playing 25-plus minutes 
and doing exactly what he needs to do. He didn’t quite score the game-
winner on Thursday, but it was close enough. That’s after he set up 
Dougie Hamilton off a face-off to tie it in the first place. Sheesh. 

Dom: Was also on for all three Canes goals at five-on-five, none against, 
and rocked a 65 percent expected goals percentage. Have yourself a 
night future Lady Byng winner. 

5. Toronto Maple Leafs 

Last week: 7 

Series Record: Up 3-2 on the Montreal Canadiens 

Dom rank: 5 

Sean rank: 5 

Sean: I should’ve gone to more Penguins practices when Jarry and Alex 
Galchenyuk were both on the roster. The back-breaking turnover 
contests must have been a real treat. I’m going to embed this, in case 
four or five or you haven’t seen it yet. 

Dom: 

Sean: Look, there are plenty of reasons to think the Leafs still get this 
done. The basic nature of the Canadiens, for one. I’m sure we’ll talk 
about that shortly. But man, the elements just keep stacking up. Brutal 
OT goal? Check. Shaky goaltending performance by Jack Campbell? 
Check. Again, they’ll probably be fine. Nothing to worry about. Nothing to 
see here. 

Dom: It really felt like the Leafs would pull it off after coming back from a 
three-goal deficit. A cathartic end to the series that would’ve hopefully 
squashed at least some doubts about the team’s mental fortitude. I guess 
they’ll have Game 6 at the Bell Centre, in front of fans for the first time all 
year, to prove otherwise. 

6. Vegas Golden Knights 

Last week: 6 

Series Record: Tied 3-3 against the Minnesota Wild 

Dom rank: 6 

Sean rank: 6 

Dom: This is the single greatest tweet regarding Vegas, and of course it’s 
by McIndoe who basically owns half the top 100 all-time tweets on 
Hockey Twitter. 

It’s pretty crazy how much this season has helped unearth the 
importance of Matchups and this series is the best indicator of it. Vegas 
is the better team on paper, had the better stats this year, and are a 
legitimate Cup contender. But for whatever reason, the Wild have been a 
problem all season and now here they are: going to Game 7, dead even 
in expected goals at five-on-five. Would’ve been hard to see coming in 
past seasons, but those eight games really helped illuminate what to 
expect from the post-season. 

As for why the Wild have had their number, I still don’t really have much 
of a clue. But I will say that Vegas really needs to stop sprinkling shots 
from the points in the playoffs. Yes, the shot difference is high, but the 
actual quality hasn’t really been there.  

Sean: If you ask me, in Game 6, they shouldn’t have given up a goal off 
the rush, a second on a penalty and a third off a neutral-zone penalty. In 
my opinion, they should just … stop doing that. And then they’ll win. Also, 
do not have their own goals disallowed. That is vital. 

One of the big disappointments of the first round post-Game 4, when it 
looked like this was going to be a short one. Now, am I ready for it to 
end? Would I be a little bummed if we didn’t get Vegas vs. Colorado? 
Yes and yes. But this has lived up to the billing. 

7. Minnesota Wild 

Last week: 10 

Series Record: Tied 3-3 against the Vegas Golden Knights 

Dom rank: 7 

Sean rank: 7 

Dom: God, I love this team. Down 3-1 in the series against one of the 
league’s best teams and they really went out and forced Game 7. It may 
not have been pretty, but they did and now there’s just one game 
standing between them and the next round. The vibes are immaculate — 
what could possibly go wrong here? 

Sean: The wildest stat I’ve seen all week: The Wild are 3-0 all-time in 
Game 7s! That means they’ve made it out of the first round **calculator 
sounds** at least three times! Madness! Dap to Cam Talbot, honestly. In 
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Minnesota’s wins, he’s stopped 103 of 105 shots. Ignore the other three 
games, I guess, but he’s handling his business. 

Dom: What makes that stat even wilder is *gestures at the entire history 
of Minnesota sports* 

8. New York Islanders 

Last week: 11 

Series Record: Won 4-2 over the Pittsburgh Penguins 

Dom rank: 8 

Sean rank: 8 

Sean: Mat Barzal’s near-complete lack of production against Pittsburgh 
— one five-on-five assist, underwater on shot attempts and expected 
goals — was one of the wildest parts of that series. Good on the Isles for 
managing to handle business despite all that, but he’s probably got to be 
better if they’re hoping for much of a chance against the Bruins 

In any case, we’re getting at least a couple more games of televised 
Coliseum crowds. Enjoy that while you can; when that arena comes 
down, that sort of environment is going to disappear alongside it. 

Dom: Watching the Isles crowd buzz like that in Game 6 has been one of 
the best parts of the playoffs, but the team will really need to be better to 
get by a much stronger Bruins team. Yes, the Islanders won five of eight, 
but all five of those were before the deadline and the team was out-
chanced pretty heavily during the season series. It was nice to throw a 
few pucks at Jarry for six games, but that’s not going to work against 
Boston’s goaltending. 

9. Winnipeg Jets 

Last week: 13 

Series Record: Won 4-0 over the Edmonton Oilers 

Dom rank: 9 

Sean rank: 9 

Dom: For starters, I want to apologize to some Jets fans who felt a bit 
slighted by my article on playoff officiating. Never did I mean to imply that 
the Jets bending the rules was a fault of the team (that’s playoff hockey, 
baby, do it until you get caught), nor did I state the series would’ve ended 
differently otherwise. And yes, the penalties go both ways. Replace 
Connor McDavid’s name with Nikolaj Ehlers and the story still works. 

Regardless, that’s an impressive win for them. (And for me. I bet on them 
every single game and to win the series, so go me). 

Sean: McIndoe said someone called that series “the closest sweep of all 
time,” which — if true — is about as accidentally funny as you can get. It 
made me feel bad for picking the Oilers in the first place. I’m done 
assuming that “Connor Hellebuyck plus fairy dust” isn’t a viable strategy. 

Dom: I picked Oilers in seven (despite my bets), so I was so close, but 
still a dumbass. 

Sean: Can you just start texting me this stuff? 

10. Montreal Canadiens 

Last week: 14 

Series Record: Down 3-2 against the Toronto Maple Leafs 

Dom rank: 10 

Sean rank: 10 

Sean: Looking forward to tweets like this for the next 15 years: 

It’s the rite of passage for short players. Do something neat, and watch 
beat writers for every team that inevitably passed on you for not being 1 

½ inches taller tap out, basically, the same thing. The San Jose Sharks 
passed on Alex DeBrincat 27 times. Bet they wish they had that back. 

Anyway, Caufield’s a 100-percent lock to play on Saturday, right? Right? 
Right? 

Dom: I still can’t believe he didn’t play the first two games, he has 
continuously looked like the most dangerous guy on the ice for Montreal 
every night.  

Game 5 was Montreal’s best performance of the series and it still 
involved coughing up a three-goal lead. With fans back in the stands for 
Game 6, it feels like we will only see two extremes: an even better 
performance to force Game 7, or a Leafs blowout. No in-betweens.  

Dom: Alright so this is the part with all the teams who have been 
eliminated featuring lyrics from Olivia Rodrigo’s “Sour”, an album Sean 
had not heard until Thursday evening. I, of course, forced him to listen to 
it. Here’s his review. 

Sean: The only Olivia Rodrigo song I’d heard before Thursday was 
“Drivers License.” At the risk of wading too far into the larger discourse, 
here’s what I’ll say: people in their mid-30s should get comfortable with 
not feeling compelled to gin up takes on art meant for younger folks. That 
could mean uncharitably comparing it to stuff you listened to as a kid, 
decontextualizing it and claiming it as your own, or forcing yourself to 
give a shit about it when, actually, you don’t. If you like it, neat. If you 
don’t, neat. If you have no opinion, neat. Don’t be weird. It doesn’t matter 
if your boss’s 17-year-old thinks you’re cool. 

Also, flooded as the marketplace of ideas seems to be here, Gen Z 
should, similarly, have the option not to give a shit. In 2003, I couldn’t 
have cared less what some dork with fish-oil pills and a 401k thought 
about whatever since-canceled, third-wave emo bands I was obsessing 
over. 

That being said, “brutal” and “good 4 u” are standouts. The record itself is 
omnivorous if a little chaotic. It’s earnest and honest, and easy to see 
why so many people — including those of us hurtling toward middle age 
— connect with it. I give it a 6.8. Dom made me do this. I wash my hands 
of whatever comes next. 

Dom: 3.2 too low IMO. Anyways, here are the Panthers. 

11. Florida Panthers 

Last week: 9 

Series Record: Lost 4-2 to the Tampa Bay Lightning 

Dom rank: 11 

Sean rank: 11 

“And ain’t it funny how you ran to her 

The second that we called it quits?” 

Dom: It took one game to switch from Sergei Bobrovsky to Chris 
Driedger, and then he turned into a pumpkin, and then Bobrovsky 
continued to do Bobrovsky things, and then it was the Spencer Knight 
show and then it was series over. What a roller coaster that I’m sure the 
team didn’t expect when it invested $10 million per year for seven 
seasons at the position, 

Sean: Bright side: If it’s Bob and Knight next year (Bob Knight), they can 
just pretend each of them makes $5.5 million or something. That’s … 
almost normal. 

12. Pittsburgh Penguins 

Last week: 5 

Series Record: Lost 4-2 to the New York Islanders 

Dom rank: 12 

Sean rank: 12 
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“So when you gonna tell her that we did that, too? 

She thinks it’s special, but it’s all reused” 

Dom: Which goaltending experience was worse, 2012 Fleury or 2021 
Jarry? 

Sean: The thing about that particular Fleury meltdown was that the entire 
series against the Flyers was out of control. Ilya Bryzgalov might have 
been just as bad; one game featured seven power-play goals. Plus, the 
Flyers basically forced the Penguins into a full-team meltdown. They had 
89 penalty minutes in Game 3, Crosby got all pissed afterward, blah blah. 
It was a wasted opportunity and a total freak show. Fleury sucked out 
loud, yes, but he was only part of the circus. This loss to the Isles was 
more boring by an order of magnitude. The only interesting thing was 
Jarry steering the car off a cliff. So … I guess this one. 

Dom: I really feel like you’re underselling the .834 (!!!) save percentage 
Fleury was rocking that year. Five more goals on 31 fewer shots! There 
may have been an entire circus around him, but he wasn’t just part of it, 
he was the ringleader. 

13. Washington Capitals 

Last week: 8 

Series Record: Lost 4-1 to the Boston Bruins 

Dom rank: 13 

Sean rank: 13 

“You got me f—–ed up in the head, boy 

Never doubted myself so much” 

Dom: Three straight first round exits, the last two in only five games. 
Hmmmmmmmm. 

Sean: They’re a wreck, dude. What do you do with Evgeny Kuznetsov? 
Hope the Kraken take him? They’re running out of good players. Even 
Anthony Mantha (26) is older than you’d think and more expensive than 
he should be. Not good. 

Dom: Here is a chart: 

All the team’s “stars” are crazy overrated, I will die on this hill. 

Sean: Didn’t that happen back in 2018? 

14: Nashville Predators 

Last week: 15 

Series Record: Lost 4-2 to the Carolina Hurricanes 

Dom rank: 14 

Sean rank: 14 

“Their win is not my loss 

I know it’s true, but 

I can’t help gettin’ caught up in it all” 

Dom: Remember when Sean had the Predators ranked 27th or 
whatever? Remember when I said they should just sell because they’re 
just going to get throttled in the first round? Well, the team may have lost, 
but that was a real gutsy effort. They took Carolina to four straight 
overtimes and played a lot better than I could’ve anticipated. Nashville 
deserves some credit for that and with Juuse Saros in tow, maybe this 
season will have something to build on after all — even if it ended as 
expected. 

Sean: I’ve said it for weeks, and I’m gonna say it again: I was not quite 
prepared for the Saros emergence. He was Vezina-finalist caliber before 
this series, and then the star turn continued. This is a pro-Saros space. I 
still think that’s a weird hodge-podge of skaters, but I’ll gladly watch him, 

and gladly talk about him like he’s Darren Pang-sized, not an inch taller 
than me. 

15: Edmonton Oilers 

Last week: 12 

Series Record: Lost 4-0 to the Winnipeg Jets 

Dom rank: 15 

Sean rank: 16 

“They say these are the golden years 

But I wish I could disappear 

Ego crush is so severe 

God, it’s brutal out here” 

Dom: Imagine getting swept in the first round with the best player in the 
world on your team. Yikes.  

Sean: Imagine getting swept in the first round with a second guy who 
won MVP last season. Double yikes. 

16. St. Louis Blues 

Last week: 16 

Series Record: Lost 4-0 to the Colorado Avalanche 

Dom rank: 16 

Sean rank: 15 

“All I did was try my best 

This the kinda thanks I get?” 

Dom: The Blues indeed tried their best, they were just a bad team, 
thanks for coming to my TED talk. 

Sean: Time for a round of Is This Dom Talking About the Blues or The 
Blues Talking About Themselves? The quote: “It was pretty pathetic.” 

That was … Ryan O’Reilly. Also, probably Dom. 

Dom: That’s way too generous for it to have been me. 

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

“Well, good for you, you look happy and healthy 

Not me, if you ever cared to ask” 

Dallas might have made the playoffs if not for the year-long infirmary, and 
given the trouble Nashville has given Carolina, it’s possible the Stars 
might have made things interesting if they just got in. 

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

“Where’s my fucking teenage dream? 

If someone tells me one more time 

“Enjoy your youth,” I’m gonna cry” 

The top two picks usually flourish right away, even as teens. Not Alexis 
Lafrenière and Kaapo Kakko though. 

19. Chicago Blackhawks (24-25-7, 55 points) 

“The things I did 

Just so I could call you mine” 

Flags fly forever and the Blackhawks earned three, and now this current 
state is the price they’re paying for it. Worth it. 

20. Philadelphia Flyers (25-23-8, 58 points) 
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“And maybe in some masochistic way 

I kind of find it all exciting 

Like, which lover will I get today? 

Will you walk me to the door or send me home crying?” 

The Flyers are the league’s most chaotic mediocre team, drifting 
between the extremes of pretty good or pretty bad. Just be average, we 
don’t need the roller coaster! 

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

“I want it to be, like, messy” 

Maybe one day this will be a functional organization. Maybe. 

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

“I’m so sick of myself 

I’d rather be, rather be 

Anyone, anyone else” 

Just sitting here thinking about what a fast and fun team the Flames were 
in 2019, how they lost to a faster and more fun team, and then they 
completely changed their identity. Now Darryl Sutter is their coach and 
they’re in league purgatory. Good luck. 

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

“Oh, I hope you’re happy 

But not like how you were with me” 

Joe Thornton winning the Cup with Not San Jose after over a decade of 
close but not quite would have to sting. Like seeing your ex get married 
while you’re at home, sitting on the couch alone, eating Doritos. 

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

“And good for you, I guess that you’ve been workin’ on yourself” 

The Kings finished outside of the bottom five and a turnaround feels like 
it’s coming thanks to the prospects the team has amassed. A strong 
rebuild that might still benefit from the last few good seasons of Anze 
Kopitar and Drew Doughty. 

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

“And God, I don’t even know where to start” 

The Senators finished the season 23rd, which is a nice step if you think 
this rebuild is over… but does this team really have the elite young core 
to say that? They go back to the Atlantic Division next year and… well… 
it looks tough. So, what’s the plan here? 

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

“I know you get déjà vu” 

Same shit. Different year. I’m sure the off-season will feature some 
terrible signing in the name of Veteran Leadership to clog the cap…err… 
I mean, take the team to another level. But hey, maybe the Sedins are 
the figureheads this team needs to squeak into the playoffs. 

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

“And I see everyone gettin’ all the things I want 

I’m happy for them, but then again, I’m not” 

The Red Wings have finished 31st, 28th, 27th, 25th in the previous four 
seasons and didn’t earn a single top-three pick for their troubles. This 
year they finished 27th and look unlikely to earn one again. It’s fine, I’m 
sure Detroit fans are fine. 

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

“It’s always one step forward and three steps back” 

Every off-season looks great for the Devils who do so many savvy things 
to position themselves for the present and future. Every actual season 
feels like the exact opposite. 

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

“I’ve lost my mind, I’ve spent the night 

Cryin’ on the floor of my bathroom” 

This is actually about Patrik Laine who requested a trade from Winnipeg 
only to land in America’s Winnipeg — and put up the worst season of his 
career. 

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

“Maybe I’m too emotional 

Or maybe you never cared at all” 

As usual, no, we do not care about the Ducks. 

31. Buffalo Sabres (15-34-7, 37 points) 

“Now you can be a better man for your brand new girl” 

Literally, any lyric from any song from “Sour” works for the Sabres as this 
season probably gave a lot of people déjà vu. One step forward and 
three steps back as usual likely had many fans crying on the bathroom 
floor, especially when it looked like half the team never cared at all. I’m 
sure they’d rather be anyone else and it’s hard to even know where to 
start with this team. No teenage dream will save this team. 

But while the end of a season may feel like a break-up for most teams 
who don’t make the playoffs, the Sabres look likely to have a very real 
one coming with Jack Eichel, the current face of their franchise. We all 
expect him to be at his best away from the Sabres. But for Buffalo fans, 
it’ll be a very tough pill to swallow.  

All you can really do now is turn up the speakers and blast “good 4 u.” I 
promise it’ll be good for you. 

 

The Athletic LOADED: 05.29.2021 

1214530 Websites 

 

Sportsnet.ca / Stanley Cup Playoffs Takeaways: Supporting cast takes 
centre stage in Vegas 

 

Emily Sadler@EmmySadler 

May 29, 2021, 1:36 AM 

 

Considering their status as a Stanley Cup favourite heading into the 
playoffs, you may have predicted the Vegas Golden Knights would defeat 
the Minnesota Wild in their first-round matchup. But if you were to script 
this Game 7, it's safe to say you probably wouldn't have cast Mattias 
Janmark, Nicolas Hague, and Zach Whitecloud as the lead actors in this 
one. 

With the Vegas stage set for the Golden Knights' star-studded cast to win 
their first Game 7 on home ice, it was this chorus of depth scorers who 
truly made the biggest difference on this night, with Janmark getting 
Friday's first, fifth, and final word to claim 6-2 victory over the Wild to 
move on to Act 2 against the Colorado Avalanche. 

Since arriving in Vegas at the trade deadline as the Golden Knights’ lone 
roster addition, Janmark had just one goal to his name -- a regular-
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season marker on April 21. By the time he left the rink Friday night, he'd 
added three more. 

Janmark's first of the night -- and of the post-season -- was a stunner to 
open the scoring, splitting Minnesota's defence and tucking it past Cam 
Talbot: 

Remaining Time -0:49 

Janmark makes nice deke on Talbot to score after battling for puck 

He added his second goal of the night midway through the third period to 
make it 5-2, then completed the hat trick with an empty netter four 
minutes later. He's the eighth player in NHL history to score a hat trick in 
a Game 7 -- a "dream come true," Janmark said after the game. 

Let's look at that first goal from another angle: 

Two minutes into the second period of the game, at that point tied 1-1, 
another unlikely hero: Nicolas Hague, who released a seeing-eye shot 
from the point right off the faceoff to beat Cam Talbot for his first career 
playoff goal. Later in the frame, it was his usual third-pairing partner, 
rookie Zach Whitecloud, who stepped up and showed off his elite shot 
after being set up by Shea Theodore. 

While five of Vegas' six goals were scored by Janmark, Hague, and 
Whitecloud, the game-winner belonged to the team's leading man, Max 
Pacioretty. Life without their top regular-season goal-scorer through the 
first six games of this series brought its challenges, with Vegas struggling 
to get its powerful offence firing and finish plays. 

"Just writing his name on the board today in the lineup gave our group a 
lift. Playing for six games without him ... was a hill that our group had to 
climb, and it was critical that we got him back tonight," Vegas head coach 
Pete DeBoer told reporters after the game. "It changed, I think, 
everything." 

With Pacioretty back in the lineup, the ripple effects were felt early and 
often throughout the roster, with DeBoer able to reunite his usual line 
combos that did so well in the regular season -- and put Janmark on that 
third-line wing, where he thrived. Bringing back Ryan Reaves brought a 
strong physical presence, too. 

Of course, it wasn't just his general presence that made Pacioretty such 
a clutch addition on Friday. While at times he did not look 100 per cent, 
his signature shot was certainly on point -- a one-timer at close range 
that gave the Golden Knights a 3-2 lead seven minutes into the middle 
frame and served as the eventual game- and series-winning goal. 

This was Pacioretty's third career series-clinching goal and his second 
career Game 7 game-winner. He trails just Patrick Marleau (he's got five) 
and Patrice Bergeron (four) for most such goals among active NHLers. 

Following the game, he didn't tip his hand with regards to the exact 
nature of the injury he's been dealing with but indicated it was something 
that he'd been "going back and forth" with in his recovery -- hence his 
game-time status throughout this series. 

"We were unbeatable tonight," he said post-game. 

Vegas has been the deeper team all along, but Minnesota's ability to shut 
down that typically strong offence had been causing the Golden Knights 
problems all series, with no room for error on either side. 

Minnesota's ability to claw their way back from being down 3-1 in the 
series to force Game 7 came with its bumps and bruises. Star forward 
Joel Eriksson Ek was dealing with an injury all game that stemmed from 
a scary collision with the goal post from Game 6. He appeared to 
aggravate the injury Friday night, and wasn't his usual dynamic self. 

But the biggest toll taken was on defence, with Minnesota losing a key 
piece of its blue line in Jonas Brodin early in the game. Brodin was 
shoved hard into the boards and left the game early in the first period 
after playing less than two minutes, leaving the Wild with just five D-men 
for most of the matchup. Ryan Suter and Matt Dumba each played nearly 
half the game, clocking in at 28:50 and 28:47, respectively. 

DeBoer stays perfect in Game 7 

Going to wager a guess he'd like to avoid testing this record again. 

Parise's final act? 

A difficult season for Zach Parise ended with a tough series for the 
veteran forward, who was held out the first three games as a healthy 
scratch. While he kept quiet when asked about being scratched, citing a 
desire not to be a distraction to the team, you could tell he was playing 
with a little extra fire when he was slotted into the lineup after a broken 
arm took Marcus Johansson out. Parise scored in Game 5, registered an 
assist in Game 6, and on Friday night went between the legs for a crafty 
net-front goal to tie the game in the first period. 

Remaining Time -0:59 

Parise bats the puck between his legs to score beauty on Fleury 

Parise's future in Minnesota has felt uncertain all season -- though, 
considering he's still under contract for four more seasons at $7.54 
million per and has a no-move clause, he still holds the power here. After 
almost being traded last year, this season has brought plenty of 
speculation that the 2020-21 campaign could be his last with his 
hometown team. This will certainly be a storyline to watch in Minnesota 
this off-season. If this was in fact his last game with the club, he gave 
fans a vintage Parise goal as his final act. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Why Maple Leafs' Rasmus Sandin should expect to be 
benched for Game 6 

 

Luke Fox@lukefoxjukebox 

May 28, 2021, 3:49 PM 

 

TORONTO – Look no further than Rasmus Sandin for the twists and 
turns playoff drama, those split-second swings of emotion and 
perspective that get fans acting deliriously irrational. 

The youngest Toronto Maple Leaf had his face to his own goalie and was 
two strides slow in his playoff debut when Paul Byron scored Game 1’s 
winner. 

The next game, Sandin’s phone was exploding with Swedish 
congratulations from friends and family who’d pulled all-nighters to see 
him one-time a pivotal power-play goal, sparking a victory and one of 
those glorious Joe Thornton group hugs. 

He looked poised in Game 3. The club beat the Montreal Canadiens 
again. 

But his coach is a tinkerer who likes to keep his taxi drivers on call. And 
the Leafs were facing a back-to-back. As a result, Sandin was healthy-
scratched — for a solid and fresh-legged Travis Dermott — in a relatively 
easy Game 4 win. 

Sandin popped back on the ice for Game 5. 

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

One observer could chalk up the 6:11 Sandin skated Thursday as a 
learning experience. Another could call it unmitigated disaster. They’d 
both be correct. 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 29, 2021 

 

"You start understanding as you play more playoff hockey, there's really 
no momentum from game to game," said Jason Spezza, the Leafs 
resident player/sage. "You have a fresh chance every day to create new 
momentum." 

That goes for the other guys, too. 

Sandin was bullied off the puck in his own zone by Corey Perry, and his 
resulting cough-up led to Joel Armia’s opening strike. Later, Jesperi 
Kotkaniemi picked Sandin’s pockets behind the Leafs net to hand the 
visitors a 3-0 lead and, essentially, end Sandin’s worknight. And, 
perhaps, his series. 

The rookie saw one brief shift, alongside security blanket T.J. Brodie, in 
the third period. 

Ostensibly, Sandin was in the lineup to revive a clunky top-unit power 
play. But when the Leafs earned a late 5-on-4 opportunity, Sandin 
glanced back at the coaching staff only to see Morgan Rielly get tapped 
instead. 

Jake Muzzin subbed in to run point on PP2 and clapped one past Carey 
Price shortly after the penalty expired. 

At that point, with Hall & Oates blasting, it would be hard to argue 
benching Sandin is the wrong decision. 

Reviewing the tape and assessing what went wrong, Sheldon Keefe was 
careful not to mention Sandin — or overtime goat Alex Galchenyuk — 
explicitly Friday. 

The coach did emphasize that, in a 4-3 OT loss, the Maple Leafs scored 
three goals. 

"That should be enough to win in the playoffs. You don’t have to look any 
further, for me, than to the fact that they scored three unassisted goals 
last night. Two were actually unassisted, but for me the overtime, winning 
goal is unassisted as well. So that's three out of their four goals," Keefe 
said prior to hopping a Game 6 flight to Montreal. 

"That just speaks to the fact that we gifted them offence — and that's 
obviously something you can't afford to do in the playoffs." 

We’re using Sandin as Exhibit A today, but in truth, the gifting of offence 
has long been a soft spot for the Maple Leafs. Blame gets shared just as 
high-fives do. 

Although Keefe has rightly questioned the league’s bookkeeping on such 
stats, Toronto led the entire NHL in giveaways this season, averaging 
12.56 per 60 minutes. 

The Canadiens’ forecheck has swelled that figure to 13.15 in the post-
season. (Among all 16 playoff teams, only Montreal — 13.95 giveaways 
per 60 — is more likely to turn over the puck.) 

"Most of their offence they've gotten throughout the series has been stuff 
that we've given them," Spezza said. 

"I think that's an important piece for us, to not give them free 
opportunities. To make them earn their chances. We feel like when we 
do that, we're a very difficult team to play against." 

While Keefe stopped short of announcing Sandin’s scratch for the most 
important game of the year Saturday, trust has taken a body blow. 

Of course, hockey is game of mistakes. But it’s also a game of limiting 
mistakes, especially when you’re game-planning to win 3-2. 

"I just think that with Rasmus, the payoff can be really big for us in terms 
of his skill-set and what he can bring. That requires a little extra patience 
on our side," Keefe said. "You want the player to be aware of the 
mistake, which I think that itself is pretty obvious. They know that. But it's 
more just being aware of what was available there, what the better play 
was, and then you park it and move on." 

May is not the month for patience. 

Urgency is the order. 

And if you’re hesitant with puck decisions below empty stands, how do 
you react with 2,500 pent-up enemy voices raining down? 

Sure, Dermott didn’t wow in his one-game playoff look the way Sandin 
did in Game 2, but he didn’t make a city cringe and sweat either. 

Keefe said informing Dermott he’d (temporarily) lost his job to Sandin at 
the outset of the post-season was a "difficult discussion." Keefe also told 
him to stay ready. 

"I know [assistant coach] Dave Hakstol trusts [Dermott] and will put [him] 
on the ice to defend, and [he] can play against any line," Keefe said 
earlier in the week. 

Sandin is a team-worst minus-3 in the series despite playing sheltered 
minutes. The Habs are now pressing him like a Cuban sandwich. 

Through nine regular-season games, Sandin had two giveaways. He has 
five through four playoff games. 

The post-season is an unforgiving beast. Rasmus Sandin is a heckuva 
talent whose day will come. 

"He's a young defenceman — you're gonna make mistakes. You're 
gonna make mistakes when you've played 20 years in the league as 
well," partner Zach Bogosian said. 

"Now's not the time to dwell too much. We have a big game tomorrow 
night." 
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Sportsnet.ca / Stanley Cup Playoffs Round 2 Preview: Bruins vs. 
Islanders 

 

Rory Boylen@RoryBoylen 

May 28, 2021, 11:51 AM 

 

In the history of these two franchises, this will be just the third time 
they've ever met in the post-season, and the first since 1983. The New 
York Islanders won both of the previous two series, but we'll give the 
Boston Bruins a break on those -- after all, they happened at the 
beginning and end of New York's dynastic run of four straight Stanley 
Cups. 

Both teams pulled off an upset to get here. Boston, the East Division's 
third seed, knocked off the Washington Capitals in five, while the 
Islanders as the fourth seed beat out the Pittsburgh Penguins in six. In 
that way they're similar, but they got to the playoffs in much different 
ways. 

The Bruins came in hot and were a popular Round 1 upset pick. From 
the trade deadline to the end of the regular season, Boston was 12-4-1 
with a .735 points percentage that was among the best in the league. 
Deadline pickup Taylor Hall played a massive role in that, scoring eight 
times in 16 games. 

The Islanders, meanwhile, were 5-6-3 post-deadline and had just one win 
in their last five regular season games. Time to doubt them, right? That's 
just what Barry Trotz wants you to do. 

New York was a comeback machine in Round 1 against the Penguins, 
taking advantage of shaky goaltending that probably won't occur in 
Round 2. In Game 6 alone they overcame three separate one-goal 
deficits to end the series. 
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When discussing what makes the Islanders successful it always comes 
back to their system and the buy-in to it. They have a good defence, 
even though the 34.88 shots they allowed per 60 minutes of play was the 
third-highest amount in Round 1. Speaking to Hockey Central on 
Thursday, Trotz discussed what he wants his teams to accomplish and 
how Boston takes a similar approach. 

"The inside ice is the most dangerous ice," Trotz said. "Boston takes care 
of the inside ice...shots are opportunities, but when they're predictable 
shots, especially (against) the goaltenders in this league now, that if 
they're on their game and you make it predictable for them they're going 
to be good for you. That's what we try to do with our goaltenders." 

This should be a heck of a series. Game 1 will go Saturday night at 8 
p.m. ET. Here's how the two teams match up. 

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

Boston Bruins: Boston is a mostly healthy squad and that is a massive 
development for them as they had to fight through a few things during the 
season. But as things moved along, the Bruins gained strength, 
overcame various challenges and you could see their Stanley Cup 
candidacy begin to grow. 

There was a time when making the playoffs wasn't even a guarantee for 
this team. At the trade deadline, they were four points up on the 
Philadelphia Flyers for fourth and had just lost 8-1 to Washington the 
night before. Tuukka Rask was still out of the lineup. Philadelphia was 
starting to struggle, too, around that time, but the Bruins still decided to 
buy into a championship window that exists as long as the Perfection 
Line is an elite unit and brought in Hall at a pretty good price. 

Hall was the best acquisition of deadline day, both for his regular season 
contributions and for what he did in Round 1. Hall scored twice and 
added an assist in the five-game series and the way he plays, so 
excellent off the rush, helped give Boston the edge it needed. 

"I thought we were better on offence in terms of attacking their D, 
breaking them down, and finding ways to create offence against their 
bigger Dmen, so that was below the goal line," Bruins coach Bruce 
Cassidy said. "Some of it was off the rush, we were able to get inside. I 
know Taylor Hall definitely helped in that matter." 

The Bruins didn't have Rask for most of their playoff run last season and 
you wonder what sort of a difference he could have made against the 
Tampa Bay Lightning, when Jaroslav Halak went 1-4 with a .896 save 
percentage. Rask got better every game against Washington, finishing 
the series with a .941 save percentage. Remember, when the Bruins 
made the final in 2019, Rask was incredible, allowing more than three 
goals in a game just twice through the entire playoff run. Boston is a 
different team when he's playing this well. 

NY Islanders: As mentioned off the top, the Islanders finished the season 
terribly and had to meet a Penguins team that was one of the NHL's best 
stretching back three months. But this is why season series and regular 
season success go out the window come playoff time. The Islanders had 
the better goaltending, dealt with adversity better than the Penguins did, 
and knocked Pittsburgh out for the second time in three seasons. 

How did they do it? Well, for one, Kyle Palmieri showed up. He was 
acquired before the deadline from the New Jersey Devils to help add 
scoring punch after captain Anders Lee went down to an injury that 
ended his season. Palmieri never moved any higher than the third line 
and scored just twice in 16 regular season games with the Islanders. 
Now, this team's strength is certainly not its offence, but the 2.18 goals 
they averaged in the last four weeks of the season ranked 28th in the 
league and was not a good sign. 

But Palmieri scored two goals right away in Game 1 against the 
Penguins, including the OT winner, and then scored one of the tying 
goals in the decisive Game 6. New York averaged 3.5 goals per game in 
Round 1 on an 11.1 shooting percentage. Tristan Jarry had a series he'd 

like to forget and the Isles shouldn't count on having that level of offence 
against Boston. 

The good news on that front is that New York's defence still did a pretty 
good job of keeping the Penguins to the outside. Even better is that 25-
year-old Ilya Sorokin won all four of his starts with a .943 save 
percentage and now has the momentum to carry forward as the team's 
starter for now. And if he falters? Semyon Varlamov is still there and he's 
only been relegated to backup because of one bad start and the fact 
Sorokin was just so good. 

Boston Bruins X-Factor: Taylor Hall 

The Bruins targeted Hall at the deadline because he brought them 
something they lacked: second line scoring and a player who can create 
so much in motion. Cassidy talked about his impact against Washington 
and, in Round 2 against the Islanders, his ability to work with set-up man 
David Krejci on the rush could give the Islanders' system hassles. New 
York will be studied up and prepared for this of course, but it's Hall's job 
to fight through that anyway and find a way to be productive. 

He's still playing for a new contract and hopes it's with Boston, so one 
round of good post-season play might not be enough. It will be harder for 
Boston to get through the Islanders' defence to create high quality 
opportunities, but as these guys follow Brad Marchand, Patrice Bergeron 
and David Pastrnak on the ice there are two lines that should relentlessly 
test New York. If Hall gets through with any consistency he'll be a 
nightmare to the Islanders and what a story it'd be if he's a difference-
maker in getting Boston back to Round 3. 

NY Islanders X-Factor: Anthony Beauviller 

New York might not be able to score as much against Boston's stingy 
defence and established, experienced goaltending, but if they're going to 
win they'll still need a game-breaker. There are a few candidates for that, 
including Palmieri continuing his good start and Mathew Barzal 
absolutely putting on a show. 

But between those two lines is the trio of Josh Bailey, Brock Nelson and 
Anthony Beauvillier, and the 23-year-old left winger could be a 
breakthrough player here. He scored in three of the six games against 
Pittsburgh and had three game-winning goals in the 2020 playoffs. Look 
out for a big moment or two for him against Boston. 

"He's got really explosive speed," Trotz told the Hockey Central crew. 
"He and Mathew (Barzal) have another gear. And because of that he 
puts pressure on opponents. It's not always big, physical pressure, but it 
is speed pressure that he gets on people to move the puck a little 
quicker." 
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Sportsnet.ca / Golden Knights' Fleury has seen everything over roller 
coaster career 

 

Ryan Dixon@dixononsports 

May 28, 2021, 11:23 AM 

 

If you were to call a player the face of -- not just his team -- but the entire 
Stanley Cup Playoffs, chances are you’d land on somebody like the 
captain of the New York Islanders dynasty Denis Potvin, with his scar-
obscuring beard, or maniacal St. Louis Blues centre Ryan O’Reilly, who 
wore a toothless grin from ear-to-ear when he skated off with the 2019 
Conn Smythe Trophy. 
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Set those stereotypes aside, though, because the person who best 
represents what the playoffs are all about -- perseverance against the 
headwind of unrelenting challenges -- is no whiskered warrior. Even at 36 
years old, Marc-Andre Fleury retains a mug as smooth as the flat side of 
a puck. And as the Vegas Golden Knights stopper prepares to start his 
145th post-season contest on Friday -- a winner-take-all affair versus the 
Minnesota Wild -- he does so armed with the knowledge that no matter 
what his opponent or the game itself throws at him, there can’t be any 
curveballs left he hasn’t seen. 

I look at Fleury, see the sincerity of a golden retriever who just wants to 
spread love within his family, and wonder how one easy-to-love goalie 
found himself in so many hockey situations that just required a hug. 

CHOOSE PLAN 

Seriously, the Hockey Gods have been whizzing arrows at this guy’s 
flashy armour for decades now. It was almost 20 years ago that the 2004 
World Junior Championship was settled by Fleury’s clearing attempt 
bouncing off teammate Braydon Coburn and into the Canadian net, 
handing Team USA its first-ever gold medal. One year earlier, Fleury was 
out of his mind at the WJC in advance of becoming the first-overall pick 
at the 2003 NHL Draft, but Canada lost a one-goal final to the Russians 
on home ice. 

Two of his best NHL playoff seasons came in 2008 and 2017. In the 
former year, Fleury posted a .933 save percentage and 1.97 goals 
against average, but still experienced heartbreak when the Penguins lost 
to Detroit in the Cup Final. In the latter post-season, Fleury played 15 
games -- including a second-round, Game 7 shutout of the Washington 
Capitals -- put up a .924 save percentage, yet still ceded the net to Matt 
Murray when the guy who had supplanted him as Pittsburgh’s No. 1 was 
ready to return in the Eastern Conference Final. 

That was the same year Fleury waived his no-move clause so he could 
tearfully say good-bye to Steeltown and start anew in Vegas. Two years 
after taking the “Golden Misfits” to the 2018 Final in their first season of 
existence, Fleury was popped out of the crease in the bubble playoffs by 
2020 trade deadline acquisition Robin Lehner. 

After enduring an off-season of hearing about how his $7-million cap hit 
made him untradeable, Fleury crumpled in the fetal position and begged 
for mercy. Just kidding. He used the opening created by Lehner’s 
recovery from shoulder surgery to turn in a Vezina-calibre season in 
which he finished third in both wins (26) and shutouts (six), while posting 
the sixth-best five-on-five save percentage (.929) and high-danger save 
percentage (.853) in the league among goalies with 1,000 minutes of 
action. In these playoffs, he’s allowed Minny two goals or fewer in four of 
six outings. 

If you can believe it, the Sorel, Que., native has been absorbing blows 
and pushing forward dating all the way back to his home province’s 
famous pee wee tournament in Quebec City. Fleury’s Longueuil AA team 
won the event, but -- after splitting time with his fellow adolescent 
batterymate -- he didn’t get the tap for the final and experienced his 
team’s championship game from the bench. 

It’s not as though every bad thing that’s happened to Fleury can be 
chalked up to fate’s sick sense of humour. From 2010 through 2017, his 
.903 playoff save percentage was the worst mark among the 14 puck 
stoppers who appeared in at least 35 contests during that timeframe. To 
his credit, though, Fleury righted the ship and from 2017 through these 
2021 playoffs, his .923 mark is better than all but two goalies (Tuukka 
Rask and, ahem, Lehner are at .924) who’ve played at least 20 games in 
those five post-season sessions. 

If you focus solely on “Flower’s” easygoing manner, you run the risk of 
underestimating how much fortitude he has. What makes Fleury like a 
weed you just can’t kill -- and a guy teammates universally adore -- is the 
competitive spirit and moxie simmering just below the sweet surface. 
When he was a major junior player for the Cape Breton Screaming 
Eagles, Fleury was asked by coach Pascal Vincent to take a seat one 
night. Vincent also tasked Fleury with charting scoring chances for both 

his own team and the opponents. When Fleury turned in his homework 
assignment, all Vincent saw was a note that said, “I’m a goaltender, not a 
statistician.” 

Vincent, now the coach of the AHL’s Manitoba Moose, recalled the fallout 
in a story I wrote for The Hockey News when Fleury was beginning to 
establish himself in the NHL. “I was not too happy to see that, but on the 
other hand I could see he’s got a lot of character,” he said. “So, of 
course, he was brought into my office the office and we had a few words 
-- well he listened to the few words I had to say -- but when he left [the 
other coaches and I] looked at each other and I remember saying, ‘This 
kid is for real. He wants to play, maybe he made a mistake there, but he 
wants to play.” 

ENTER NOW 

That’s as true today as it was then. Fleury has never stopped fighting for 
the net, just as he’s never given up on a puck. His signature play from 
the 2009 Cup Final -- diving headfirst to his blocker side to deny Nick 
Lidstrom’s attempt and preserve a one-goal lead in the final seconds of 
Game 7 -- perfectly captures the spirit of Fleury. 

Thank goodness he got that moment. Given everything that’s been 
thrown at him, Fleury probably deserves another just like it. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Pettersson, Hughes contracts will be precedent-setting for 
Canucks 

 

Iain MacIntyre@imacSportsnet 

May 28, 2021, 7:29 PM 

 

VANCOUVER -- No matter how aggressively general manager Jim 
Benning attacks the Vancouver Canucks’ off-season, patience and 
prudence are going to be vitally important ideals because, realistically, 
there isn’t a whole lot the club can do this summer to escape its 
deadweight contracts. 

After a season of losses in the standings and financial ledger, Canucks 
general manager Jim Benning announced one week ago that owner 
Francesco Aquilini has pledged to provide whatever resources are 
necessary to get the team back to the playoffs in 2022. 

“Buyouts are going to be part of our strategy this summer to save cap 
space,” Benning told reporters. “We're going to be aggressive in the trade 
front and in free agency.” 

The Canucks should be aggressive. Captain Bo Horvat and co-leader 
J.T. Miller are under contract for two more seasons, during which 
franchise players Quinn Hughes and Elias Pettersson are expected to 
play on bridge deals (see below). Nils Hoglander, Vasili Podkolzin and 
Jack Rathbone will be on entry-level contracts. The team should do 
everything it can to take advantage of this window. 

But management needs to be careful. There is so little wriggle room 
financially – and much more salary-cap relief coming after next season – 
that Benning can’t afford to repeat mistakes in free agency like the four-
year, $12-million deals he gave to Antoine Roussel and Jay Beagle in 
2018. 

As Week 1 of the Canucks’ off-season ends with the team inching 
towards new deals for coach Travis Green’s staff, including goaltending 
coach Ian Clark, there is a pile of work to be done. 
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There are endless ways to project/configure the Canucks’ roster for next 
fall. Depending on how management deals with the most inefficient 
contracts, a rough estimate leaves the team with $16- to $20-million of 
available cap space and 5-7 roster vacancies. Much of this money will be 
allocated to restricted free agents Pettersson and Hughes. 

It’s great that Benning has authority to initiate buyouts, something he was 
denied last fall and contributed to the needless loss in free agency of 
first-line winger Tyler Toffoli. But the reality is, due to the way contracts 
were structured for Roussel, Beagle and Loui Eriksson (six years and 
$36 million in 2016), there is little or no cap savings to buying out any of 
these players. 

A far better option for Benning on Roussel and Beagle would be to seek 
a trade, even if it means the Canucks retain 50 per cent of their salary. In 
this scenario, the structure of their front-loaded contracts helps because 
Roussel’s actual salary next season is $1.9 million and Beagle’s $2.2 
million. Barring trades, the most sensible cap savings would be to bury 
their salaries in the minors, along with Eriksson’s, which would at least 
trim $1.125 million per player from the cap. 

Buying out the one year and $2.55 million remaining on Jake Virtanen’s 
contract should be a no-brainer, but so was moving on from him last fall 
when Benning had a chance to trade him for a draft pick. Placed on leave 
by the Canucks on May 1 following the publication of a sexual-assault 
allegation, Virtanen is currently the subject of police and team 
investigations, as well as a civil lawsuit filed last week. 

The 24-year-old had five goals and no assists in 38 games this season, 
and a buyout would save the Canucks $2.5 million next season but add a 
$500,000 liability the year after. Pending the result of the investigations 
into Virtanen, it is possible his contract could eventually be terminated. 

The only other plausible buyout candidate is backup goalie Braden 
Holtby, but the net-savings on replacing him in the lineup next season 
while adding a new charge of $1.9 million on the 2022-23 payroll makes 
a buyout highly questionable. 

With so little flexibility to add the speed and skill at depth positions that 
Benning acknowledged last week the Canucks need, it would be helpful 
for cap-clarity to re-sign Pettersson and Hughes well before the NHL rolls 
through the expansion draft, entry draft and free agency in late July. 

Given the NHL’s current recession and lingering uncertainty about how 
much ticket revenue the Canucks should expect next season, two- or 
three-year bridge deals for the team’s best forward and best defenceman 
appear to make sense for both sides. But as preliminary discussions 
have begun with super agent Pat Brisson, who represents both 
Pettersson and Hughes, the Canucks aren’t ruling out long-term deals 
and will budget for that possibility. 

While Benning was proactive in re-signing goalie Thatcher Demko to a 
five-year, $25-million contract in March, Horvat didn’t get his six-year 
extension until the week before training camp in 2017, and Brock 
Boeser’s three-year bridge deal two years later came in at the end of 
camp. 

Long-term or bridge, sooner or later, new contracts for Pettersson and 
Hughes will be precedent-setting for the Canucks and shape the 
organization for many years. 

Fantasy Hockey Playoffs Bracket 

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

It probably didn’t get the attention it deserved a week ago, but 
Pettersson’s season-ending explanation about his troublesome wrist 
injury felt familiar and ominous. 

Boeser’s Calder Trophy campaign in 2017-18 ended when he suffered a 
broken bone in his back during a March 5 home game against the New 
York Islanders. But it wasn’t until a month later that Boeser revealed to 
Sportsnet that a wrist injury that occurred Feb. 8 in Tampa, and caused 

him to miss only one game, hadn’t healed and was getting treated by a 
specialist. 

Boeser said his wrist would not require surgery, and a full off-season of 
rest and training should allow him to be 100 per cent for the start of the 
2018-19 season. Although he scored 26 goals as a sophomore, his 
shooting percentage dropped by four points and Boeser missed 13 
games with a groin injury attributable to his injury-delayed start to 
summer training. 

Pettersson left the Canucks’ lineup two days after hyper-extending his 
wrist during an awkward collision in a March 1 game in Winnipeg. 

“I don't know how to describe it,” Pettersson said. “It's just been so 
frustrating because I thought I would be gone for maybe four to six weeks 
and then I still haven't played yet and still not 100 per cent.” 

Although he could skate and lift weights, Pettersson said the injury 
affects his shot, which is world class. He is confident a summer of rest 
and training will allow him to be fully healthy next fall. Boeser felt the 
same way. 

The Canucks have relied too long on too few players up front, and 
extending their scoring through three forward lines is imperative if they’re 
going to become a superior team. The arrival from Russia of Podkolzin, a 
two-way tank chosen with the 10th pick of the 2019 draft, should help the 
top-nine depth the way Hoglander did this season. 

But the Canucks have a glaring need for a third-line centre. The team 
gave up on prospect Adam Gaudette as a future 3C, have no one 
pushing up through their system to fill that role, and will have holes in the 
middle depending on what they do with Beagle and soon-to-be UFA 
Brandon Sutter. Converted winger J.T. Miller could stay at centre, but 
that isn’t ideal. 

If Benning finds enough cap space to add one $3- to $4-million player 
this off-season, it should be for a centre capable of taking some of the 
defensive heavy lifting off Horvat. How much would 28-year-old Montreal 
Canadiens free agent Phillip Danault cost? 

As many have noted, the Canucks have no expansion protection 
problems ahead of the Seattle draft on July 21 and can use this as 
trading leverage with teams that can’t protect all their key players. 

But this “advantage” for Vancouver isn’t as simple as it sounds. Apart 
from obvious concerns about the salary cap and assets required to make 
a trade, the Canucks will be bidding against a bunch of other teams 
shopping for discounts. And potential trading partners with multiple 
protection issues, like Colorado and Carolina, may decide simply to limit 
their roster drain to one player selected by the Kraken rather than lose a 
player in expansion and another (or others) at a trading loss. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Canadiens keep season alive with desperate Game 5 win 
over Maple Leafs 

 

Eric Engels@EricEngels 

May 28, 2021, 1:13 AM 

 

It was the symphony of the situation, the most fitting song, with lyrics that 
perfectly encapsulated what was on the line with the puck set to drop in 
the fourth period of this elimination game. 
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As Van Halen’s Right Now blared through the speakers at Scotiabank 
Arena, Kyle Dubas’ Toronto Maple Leafs were a shot away from 
knocking the Montreal Canadiens out of the Stanley Cup Playoffs. As the 
chorus rolled around, the general manager began nodding his head in 
rhythm with the drumline, and he appeared to be singing along under his 
mask. 

“Right now. Hey! It’s your tomorrow. Right now. Come on, it’s 
everything.” 

The Maple Leafs hadn’t advanced to the second round of the playoffs 
since 2004, and their best chance to do it was right in front of them. 

Down at ice level, Brendan Gallagher and his Canadiens teammates just 
listened to the music. The words echoed the message their coach, 
Dominique Ducharme, had just delivered in their dressing room. 

“I just said these moments here are moments for gamers,” Duchame 
later explained. 

His team had just blown a 3-0 lead and rendered this a one-shot game 
for their season, and he stressed what the looming opportunity instead of 
the blown one. 

“You looked around the room,” said Canadiens goaltender Carey Price, 
“and everybody knew what was at stake.” 

Play resumed, a 29-second shift unraveled up and down the ice, and 
then Cole Caufield, Nick Suzuki and Tyler Toffoli jumped on for Montreal. 

“Right now. Hey! It’s your tomorrow. Right now. Come on, it’s 
everything.” 

The Maple Leafs, leading 3-1 in this series, had control of the play 150 
feet away from their own net. Alex Galchenyuk was in possession of the 
puck. The former Canadien, who had scored three points in Tuesday’s 
Game 4 win and had set the play that saw Jake Muzzin tie this one 3-3 in 
the 12th minute of the third period, forced it through a lane Caufield was 
filling. 

Caufield and Suzuki, the Canadiens’ most talented offensive players, 
took off on a 2-on-0 from their side of centre, with a chance to extend the 
series and send it back to Montreal, where 2,500 of their fans would have 
an opportunity to be in attendance at the Bell Centre for the first time 
since March 10, 2020 if they connected on a goal. 

“Right now. Hey! It’s your tomorrow. Right now. Come on, it’s 
everything.” 

Remaining Time -1:51 

Suzuki's overtime winner gives Canadiens lifeline against Maple Leafs 

They crossed over the offensive blue line with Caufield passing to 
Suzuki. Suzuki sent it back to Caufield, and Caufield one-touched it right 
back his way. Fifty-nine seconds into overtime, staring death in the face, 
Suzuki did one last chest compression on this Canadiens season, ripping 
the puck into the back of the net with authority. 

“We’ve got a ton of leaders — especially that I look up to — and we had 
a meeting yesterday and guys like Corey (Perry) and (Eric Staal) Staalsy 
spoke up and said, ‘These opportunities in the playoffs don’t come that 
often, so you gotta make the most of it,’” Suzuki said. 

If you don’t make the most of a 2-on-0 in overtime, you’ve blown the best 
opportunity you’ll ever get in the playoffs, but 21-year-old Suzuki and 20-
year-old Caufield kept their composure. 

“Like I said, we got a ton of leaders — (Shea Weber) Weby, (Price) — 
keeping us calm, and it translated into OT.” 

It was Perry and Staal, a pair of Triple Gold Club members, who helped 
awaken this dormant — near dead — Canadiens offence. Staal with a 
steady play in the neutral zone, and Perry with a flying forecheck hit on 
Rasmus Sandin that jarred the puck loose for Joel Armia to score 
Montreal’s first goal since the second period of Game 3. The shot to the 

top half of the net came at 5:13 of the first period, just three minutes and 
five seconds before Armia picked the puck out of a mad scramble in front 
of Maple Leafs goaltender Jack Campbell and shoveled it into the net to 
make it 2-0. 

The Canadiens wrapped that first period ahead in goals, shots, hits and 
faceoffs, with confidence restored and a sense of urgency pulsating 
throughout their room. 

“Right now. Hey! It’s your tomorrow. Right now. Come on, it’s 
everything.” 

They prepared for the second period, which had put them at death’s door 
after four terrible ones prior. With the Maple Leafs spinning the 
Canadiens around in every middle frame — holding an 8-1 lead in goals, 
a 108-63 advantage in shot attempts and a 2.5-1 edge in offensive-zone 
time to generate twice as many scoring chances — this was going to be 
the ultimate test. 

“We talked a lot about it,” said Ducharme. 

And then the Canadiens adjusted. Gone were the in-zone reversals, the 
D-to-D passes that enabled the Maple Leafs to pin the Canadiens down 
behind their goal line, the hesitations that froze out their own forwards in 
transition and kept allowing the Maple Leafs to regroup in the neutral 
zone, and suddenly the pucks started coming out and going towards 
Campbell’s net. 

“Little plays make a big difference in those situations,” said Ducharme. 
“Making those little plays and piling them up leads to big plays.” 

Little plays: a forecheck from Josh Anderson, a quick read and a reaction 
from Jesperi Kotkaniemi. 

Big play: a second whack at a loose puck in front of Campbell that leads 
to goal for Kotkaniemi to give the Canadiens a 3-0 lead in the fifth minute 
of the second period. 

Remaining Time -2:19 

Canadiens gain life as series shifts back to Montreal for Game 6 

The Maple Leafs had to push back. 

“Right now. Hey! It’s your tomorrow. Right now. Come on, it’s 
everything.” 

Less than two minutes after Kotkaniemi’s goal, Zach Hyman just got 
enough of a loose puck in front of Price to get his team in the game. 

The boys in blue had no interest in a trip back to Montreal, and they 
made that clear a 16-5 shot advantage in the third and two goals from 
Muzzin to tie it up. 

He shot one through four sets of legs to beat Price, who had turned away 
so many quality chances to that point in the game. And then he tipped 
home Galchenyuk’s wrister to bring the Canadiens to within an inch of 
submission. 

But the Canadiens managed to collect themselves. They had found some 
confidence in the way they had played — in their attention to detail, in 
their assertion of their own game, and in the way their leaders rose to the 
occasion. 

Remaining Time -1:37 

Everyone had to be better. From Jon Merrill, who played a team-low 9:18 
to Phillip Danault, who had struggled in Game 2 through Game 4 but 
made it an extremely difficult night for Toronto’s best players in Game 5. 

“I told myself that’s what I’m born for, to be in those big moments,” 
Danault said after pulling back 66 per cent of his faceoffs and doing 
everything possible to keep Auston Matthews, Mitch Marner, William 
Nylander and Hyman in check through his 19:07 on the ice. 

“That’s what I work hard for every summer,” Danault continued. “All year, 
you’re battling with your life on the ice, and you lay it all (on the line).” 
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He also said the Canadiens can play better, and that he was confident 
they would with this series shifting back to Montreal. 

“Obviously, you want to recreate those moments, which we have another 
chance to do next game,” Danault said. 

They will play to the music their fans make in this reunion that was over a 
year in the making. A little Van Halen for the encore might be in order, 
too. 
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Leafs looking to get Matthews ‘cleaner looks’ 

 

By Mark Masters 

 

TSN Toronto Reporter Mark Masters reports on the Maple Leafs, who 
held a media availability on Friday before travelling to Montreal for 
Saturday’s Game 6 against the Canadiens. 

Auston Matthews scored seemingly at will during the regular season – 41 
goals in 52 games – running away with the Rocket Richard Trophy. But 
through five playoff games against the Montreal Canadiens, Toronto's 
top-line centre has just one goal. Zach Hyman also has just one goal 
while Mitch Marner is still looking for his first of the series.  

"We'd like to get Auston some cleaner looks at the net," acknowledged 
coach Sheldon Keefe. "A lot of the best looks have come [from] Mitch 
and Hyman and Auston hasn't been able to get as many clean looks. 
That is something for us to continue to look at both in what we can do 
with that line or if we are able to move some things around." 

With John Tavares (knee, concussion) and Nick Foligno (lower body) 
sidelined, there's an increased onus on the top line to generate offence. 
The goals haven't flowed, but Keefe is quick to point out the trio of 
Hyman-Matthews-Marner is having a big impact on the series.  

"These guys haven't given up anything despite playing the most 
minutes," noted Keefe, "despite spending a lot of time against really good 
players and really good matchups and despite having to take faceoffs in 
their own end, which a lot of top lines don't necessarily do."  

The Leafs have outscored the Canadiens 3-0 when their top line is on the 
ice in five-on-five play.  

Matthews has fired 25 shots on Carey Price.  

"The other team's goaltender has a say in it as well and that's been a 
major factor," added Keefe.  

Matthews had an 18.5 shooting percentage in the regular season.  

"Price is a great goalie and he's been playing really well," said Hyman. 
"We have to make his life difficult. The goals that we scored [in Game 5], 
if you watch them all, they're all net-front stuff, guys in front, dirty plays, 
tips so that's how we got to beat him." 

There were no signs of frustration when Matthews met with the media 
following Thursday's overtime loss.  

"We're hunting pucks good and trying to stay above them, forcing 
turnovers and trying to attack the net as much as possible," the 23-year-
old said. "I think we just want to continue to do that. We're getting 
chances so just bear down and try to capitalize. We just want to continue 
to play the way we've been and give our team momentum." 

'We're all over it': Matthews, Leafs' top line seek to capitalize on more 
chances 

Toronto's top line of Auston Matthews, Mitch Marner and Zach Hyman 
has combined for two even-strength goals in the series against Montreal. 
"We're getting chances," said Matthews, who has one goal on 25 shots. 
"We just want to continue to play the way we've been and give our team 
momentum." What's on his mind heading to Montreal? "We're going to 
win a game," Matthews said. 

The Matthews line helped spark Toronto's comeback from 3-0 down in 
Game 5 as Hyman scored Toronto's first goal off a scramble in front. 
Marner and Matthews picked up the assists.  

"We were moving it well," said Hyman. "We generated a bunch off of the 
cycle and then obviously on the rush. We're all over it. You know, we're 
just looking to break through here." 

Hyman missed the last 11 games of the regular season due to a knee 
injury and seems to be getting more comfortable with each passing 
game.  

But Montreal's top line is also finding its way after Brendan Gallagher, 
Phillip Danault and Tomas Tatar all dealt with injuries down the stretch. 
Per NaturalStatTrick.com, shot attempts between the Leafs and 
Canadiens were equal in the nine minutes and 37 seconds that Matthews 
and Danault shared the ice in five-on-five play on Thursday. Plus, 
Danault won nine of 13 faceoffs against Matthews.   

"We did great," said Tatar. "We are put on for a lot of defensive-zone 
faceoffs, which Phil was tremendous [on] and me and Gally created a lot 
of battles out there, which makes it tougher. We didn't spend as much 
time in our zone too. Actually, we were able to produce some scoring 
chances so we have to [stick with] the same strategy tomorrow and make 
it as tough as possible for them." 

As the series shifts back to the Bell Centre where Montreal coach 
Dominique Ducharme owns the last-change advantage, Matthews should 
see even more of that line.   

Toronto's depth players want to make sure they back up the big boys as 
the pressure builds.  

"Hockey's truly a team sport," said veteran forward Jason Spezza. "We 
have to help those guys. We can't be on for goals against. We have to 
give them opportunities to win games and they'll do the rest, because 
they're elite players ... I know everybody likes to see the gaudy offensive 
numbers to justify your play, but those guys have played very well for us 
all series." 

Leafs' top line looking to turn positive possession into production 

Auston Matthews and Mitch Marner only have one goal to show for 
through five games against the Canadiens, but as Mark Masters 
explains, their coach is hoping they can get their big guns some cleaner 
looks at the net. 

William Nylander leads the Leafs in goals (four) and points (seven) in the 
playoffs, but is only averaging 16 minutes and 20 seconds of ice time per 
game, which is actually down slightly from the regular season (16:36). It 
is also much less time than what the top line gets. Matthews, Marner and 
Hyman are all logging more than 22 minutes per game in the playoffs.  

"He doesn't play on that line so that's the first part of it," said Keefe in 
explaining the discrepancy. "That line gets a lot of difficult assignments 
and key faceoffs and [shifts] coming out of timeouts and stuff like that."  

Nylander did get double shifted at times in Game 5 as the Leafs tried to 
climb out of an early hole.  

"Willy has a tendency to keep the shifts a lot shorter than some other 
guys and, over the course of the game, that's going to create some 
discrepancy," Keefe noted. 

Nylander averages 41 seconds per shift in the playoffs, which is 10 
seconds behind what the top-line trio is averaging. Nylander had 27 shifts 
on Thursday while Matthews had 30.  
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Keefe could look to find Nylander some more minutes via special teams. 
The Leafs have used two balanced power-play units for much of the 
series and Nylander is part of the second group.   

"It is just simply a matter of how the roles on the power play come 
together and who plays in which spots," Keefe said. "Those types of 
things are really what it has been about. Really, that’s it." 

Nylander plays on the flank as part of the second group. He usually plays 
down low in the zone when he's on the top unit.  

During Toronto's lone power play on Thursday, the first unit featured 
Morgan Rielly up top, Matthews and Marner on the flanks, Hyman in front 
of the net and Joe Thornton in the bumper spot. 

"We have liked having the two groups," Keefe said. "We are looking at 
different things there. The fact that we have lost John, who plays a 
primary role in the middle of the ice as a left-handed player, is something 
we think is really important on that power play. That is something that 
has led us to give Joe [a lefty] a little bit more time there." 

The second unit featured Jake Muzzin, Nylander, Spezza, Alex Kerfoot 
and Wayne Simmonds. The Leafs scored their second goal shortly after 
the power play expired with that unit still on the ice.  

Jack Campbell allowed four goals on 30 shots on Thursday night. It was 
the first time he allowed more than three goals in a game since April 10.  

"I just can't give up three in regulation," he said. "I've got to be better and 
I will be." 

Campbell has been pretty hard on himself in the past, which is something 
he's worked on this season while adapting to a heavier workload. With 
that in mind, it was notable to hear him also take some blame for the 
overtime winner by Nick Suzuki, which came on a 2-on-0 rush.  

"I just got to make the save on that," Campbell said. "I was a little 
aggressive so I'll learn from it." 

This series represents Campbell's Stanley Cup playoff debut and now the 
29-year-old is facing his first dose of adversity.  

"He was playing at a really high level for us," said Keefe. "He's earned 
the opportunity and the trust that he will bounce back." 

Did we see signs of weakness from Campbell in Leafs' Game 5 loss? 

Did we see cracks in Jack Campbell's game in the Maple Leafs' Game 5 
loss to the Canadiens? How big of a role did Cole Caufield have on 
Thursday's overtime-winner? Gino Reda, Martin Biron and Dave Poulin 
discuss this and more. 

What was missing early in Game 5?  

"They were desperate and they won every battle and we weren't ready 
for it," said Muzzin, who lifted the Stanley Cup with Los Angeles in 2014. 
"We have to be hungrier earlier." 

The two Cup champions on Toronto’s roster are calling for more urgency.  

"We need to go into Montreal tomorrow and play Game 6 like it's our 
Game 7," said defenceman Zach Bogosian, who won a title with Tampa 
Bay last year. "It's got to be our best game." 

The Lightning clinched the Eastern Conference Final and Stanley Cup 
Final in six games last year after having dropped Game 5.  

"I don't think we need to focus on Game 7 or changing any sort of 
mindset or anything like that," said Keefe. "We have to focus on playing 
our game and playing at our best. That is really it. When we have done 
that, we have been very good in this series. We have been in control of 
things. We didn't have a good game last night. Credit to Montreal. They 
have found another level. We dropped a level. That is not acceptable and 
we paid for it." 

Toronto's defensive discipline wavered in Game 5 as a few costly 
turnovers led directly to Montreal goals.  

"They scored three unassisted goals last night," Keefe said. "Two were 
actually unassisted but, to me, the OT winner is an unassisted goal as 
well. That is three out of their four goals. That just speaks to the fact that 
we gifted them offence. That is something we can't afford to do in the 
playoffs." 

And while much of the focus after a loss is on what can be improved, 
Spezza said there's lots that the Leafs can build on from the effort.  

"All year we've responded to things," the 37-year-old stressed. "I think 
last night was a great sign for our club. A lot of teams would've just gone 
away once we got down, knowing you got two more cracks to close the 
series out so it showed the fight in our group and the spirit in our group. 
That's something that's been really prevalent in our locker room this year 
is just the spirit we have and the drive and wanting to win games and 
stop losing streaks and fight right to the end of games. I think that's 
probably where we draw our confidence from is knowing we've 
responded well in the past." 

For the first time since the pandemic began in March 2020, fans will be 
allowed into an arena to watch an NHL hockey game in Canada. The 
Canadiens will have 2,500 supporters at the Bell Centre on Saturday.  

"The good news for us is we've played in front of people before so we 
should be comfortable with it," Spezza said with a laugh. "It's a great step 
towards what the future may hold here in terms of getting back to normal. 
It will add a little more to the excitement of the game, which we welcome 
as players."  

What COVID protocols will Habs implement to host 2,500 fans? 

With 2,500 fans attending the Bell Centre for Game 6 between the 
Canadiens and Maple Leafs, John Lu explains what COVID protocols the 
team will implement on Saturday. 
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What do we make of the Jets? 

 

By Travis Yost 

 

An awful lot of time has been spent dissecting the Edmonton Oilers after 
a ghastly four-game sweep – a four-game sweep in which they were a 
clear series favorite (about 65 per cent implied probability of winning the 
series at most sportsbooks). The Connor McDavid line couldn’t break-
even in goals, and relying on the Oilers' depth over any period of time 
has been a losing bet. It will be a long summer in Edmonton. 

On the other side of the coin: how about Winnipeg! For a team that 
finished third in a very average division – nine points and thirteen goals 
worse than the Oilers, for frame of reference – that was an impressive 
victory. And not lost on me was Connor Hellebuyck’s 95.0 save 
percentage against an Oilers attack that couldn’t be slowed down all 
year.  

The Jets certainly have the personnel up front to compete with high-end 
teams around the league, but the Winnipeg story – true for a few 
seasons now – starts with goaltender Hellebuyck. He is the ultimate 
equalizer, a perennial Vezina Trophy consideration at this point in his 
career and the single most important player for the Jets organization. 

It wasn’t long ago the Jets were mired in goaltending woes. From 2007 to 
2015, the era pre-Hellebuyck era, stopping pucks was a challenge. The 
Thrashers before the move (2007-10) were getting a dismal 90.3 stop 
rate in all situations (26th); the Jets after the move (2011-15) didn’t fare 
much better, stopping 90.6 per cent of shots. From Chris Mason, to 
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Johan Hedberg, to Ondrej Pavelec, to Al Montoya – well, it was mostly all 
bad. 

Since Hellebuyck entered the league, Winnipeg’s fate has changed. The 
team eased him into service in his first two professional seasons, and 
since then it’s been sustained dominance:  

One of the interesting components underlying those gaudy year-over-
year save percentages: Hellebuyck’s workload has been increasingly 
more difficult. As the Jets entered a transitory part of their roster-building 
(highlighted by the gutting of their blue-line), teams were much more 
effective at generating big shot volumes against the Jets and from 
dangerous areas of the ice. 

If we overlay those shot volumes and expected goals against one 
another, you can see how much more difficult Hellebuyck’s job has 
become. You are also amazed at how he’s been able to sustain his 
Vezina-type performance amidst these challenges: 

The Jets improved a bit defensively this season (and it’s part of the 
reason why they finished 16 goals above average on the year), but 
otherwise this has been a multi-year negative trend that has pushed the 
Jets as a franchise towards the middle-of-the-pack in performance. 

Even through some marginally improving defensive measurements, the 
Jets still have a whale of a time pushing shooters from outside of the low-
slot, perhaps the most dangerous scoring area of the ice.  

This sort of stuff makes Hellebuyck’s job a nightmare, but when he’s on 
his game, the Jets are going to be a difficult out for anyone. Nothing can 
frustrate a team – especially a playoff team – like a goaltender who 
seems impenetrable, and that’s been Hellebuyck over most of his career. 
Couple that with the fact that the Jets do have considerable weaponry in 
front – Mark Scheifele, Kyle Connor, Blake Wheeler, and Nikolaj Ehlers 
all had big years and finished in the top-fifty in scoring.  

And that’s a scary proposition if you are the Toronto Maple Leafs or 
Montreal Canadiens as we await the winner of the other North division 
match-up. Winnipeg may not have the hallmarks of a Stanley Cup 
contender, but they do have the most critical piece on the roster, and it 
gives them a competitive advantage in the goaltending department 
irrespective of who they play the rest of the way. 
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USA TODAY / NHL playoff predictions: Who wins Game 7 between 
Minnesota Wild and Vegas Golden Knights? 

 

Jimmy Hascup 

 

USA TODAY 

During the Minnesota Wild's first playoff appearance in 2003, they 
became the first team to overcome a 3-1 series deficit twice in one 
postseason. 

Friday, they'll try for a third successful rally when they visit Las Vegas in 
Game 7. The Golden Knights will be ready. 

"It’s an exciting opportunity," said forward Reilly Smith. "Our fans are 
definitely going to be full of energy and they’re going to be pretty loud. 
Let’s make the most of it." 

Vegas was 21-5-2 at home during the regular season, but Minnesota has 
gone 2-1 there in the playoffs.  

This is the third consecutive postseason that the Golden Knights have 
been pushed to a Game 7 after holding a 3-1 series lead. They beat the 
Vancouver Canucks last season in the Edmonton bubble. In 2019, the 
San Jose Sharks overcame a 3-0 deficit to win Game 7 after a 
controversial five-minute major to Cody Eakin. 

Who will win this Game 7? USA TODAY Sports NHL staffers weigh in: 

Jimmy Hascup: 3-2 Golden Knights 

Minnesota has given Vegas a tougher time than I predicted and goalie 
Cam Talbot has been masterful at times, but this is when I will lean on 
some of hockey’s biggest clichés when determining the winner. The 
Golden Knights will use their home crowd — 21-5-2 record during regular 
season, though one win at home in this series — and Marc-Andre Fleury, 
their netminder with 144 playoff starts, to eke out this series win. 

Mike Brehm: 2-1 Golden Knights 

Vegas coach Peter DeBoer is 5-0 all-time in Game 7. Last year looked 
desperate, too, because the Golden Knights couldn't solve the Canucks' 
Thatcher Demko. But they got a goal past him, plus two empty-netters. 
Golden Knights forward Max Pacioretty is a game-time decision. It would 
be helpful if he could play. 

Jace Evans: 2-0 Golden Knights 

Blowing leads is becoming a disturbing trend for this young Golden 
Knights franchise, but I picked VGK to win in seven before the series and 
I'm going to stick with it. Marc-Andre Fleury wasn't at his best the past 
two games as the Wild climbed back into the series, but I expect a return 
to the form he's flashed all year in what should be a tough Vegas 
environment.  
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