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To King Clancy, Pat Burns, and Pat Quinn, three Hockey Hall of Famers I met going back to the Gardens. Yeah, I know, if only you had these kids to work with.



PROLOGUE


A ROOKIE FORWARD NAMED JAKE Guentzel slowed to a stop along the boards on the right wing, seemingly innocently enough. He had a poor angle, no room, and no view of the Toronto Maple Leafs net. Another rookie, a defenceman from Moscow named Nikita Zaitsev, stood directly in front of Guentzel, had him locked up and shut down. And behind Zaitsev was forty feet of open ice to the Toronto net, where goaltender Curtis McElhinney watched what looked like nothing much unfold. Guentzel threw the puck towards the net, a what-the-hell-why-not shot. Guentzel’s shot wasn’t a hard one—not even a shot at all, really—but it pinballed like it had eyes. First it deflected off Zaitsev’s right skate and was heading well wide of the net—at least until Zaitsev’s partner on defence, Jake Gardiner, facing McElhinney, tried to kick it up to his stick. At the very moment the puck hit Gardiner’s skate you could see it in Gardiner’s posture: reflexive regret. He realized he couldn’t get his stick on the puck in time. Worse, McElhinney was on the other side of the net, giving him little chance to get back in position. He pushed hard to his right and seemed to have it covered, but then the puck slid between his legs, trickling over the goal line, not even moving fast enough to reach the back of the net.

That made the score Pittsburgh 3, Toronto 2. It was the 238th goal given up by the Leafs in the season. And yet Guentzel’s goal, the one that came in Game 81, the second-to-last of the season, was the stuff that heartbreak is made of, this time enriched by psychic plutonium. The stakes were higher that night than they had been all season long. With a win—a desperately needed win—the Leafs would be through to the postseason. With a loss in regulation, well, it wouldn’t be over, but it would look bleak, to say the least.

There were thirteen minutes to go in the game. It was 9:30 A.M. Eastern Standard Time, but the Toronto Maple Leafs’ season neared midnight.

A sense of dread pervaded the crowd, from the platinum seats where swells dropped $500 a head on a night’s entertainment to the very upper bowl, the 300 level, where a diehard on an economy plan might be able to get away with a C-note and change. As McElhinney pulled the puck from the back of the net, a collective thought bubble hung above the crowd: Again. Those fans who led a more deeply self-examined life only used that as a starting point. They had to question all that had come before. Was it all just a horrific tease, some grim, existential joke? A tortuous winter had led to this seemingly torturous end as spring was on the city. Now they could see the grand and awful design, that their team should go down, that it would be a self-inflicted wound, that all those good things from the eighty previous games would be kicked away. We have met the laughingstock, and it is us. Again.

In other recent seasons, fans had known few good times and inevitable despair. Just one year earlier, it might not have even risen as high as despair—it had started with losing and ended the same way, rarely interrupted with any good turns as the team finished last in the NHL. Fans were so practiced in losing, they couldn’t be bothered to boo. This season, though, had been a ride. An uneven one, yes. As always, there had been some tough nights. But still, in thirty-nine previous home games, the team had lost in regulation only twelve times, and in the previous month, they had been making a push to the playoffs. So much promise, and then Guentzel’s goal made the prospect of the season not lasting twenty-four more hours all too real. Over the winter, something amazing had seemed to be within the team’s grasp. But over the season’s last week, it had been slipping away.

The producer was in the ear of the cameramen for a Hockey Night in Canada broadcast, who knew to look for a crowd reaction. He zoomed in on one towheaded kid, bent over in his seat, his head fully buried in his hands. His anguish was well beyond his years, just a grade schooler, likely one whose father wasn’t alive when the Leafs won the Cup back in ’67, yet somehow representative of all Maple Leafs fans.

The dread at the Air Canada Centre gave off a low-grade electric hum. The crowd hadn’t sounded this way all year. The likes of it hadn’t really been heard since the arena was raised—this dashed-hopes fusion of shortness of breath, hearts skipping a beat, and flop sweat. The hush that fell over the arena allowed those in the 300 level to hear the puck hit the blades of sticks and players’ voices calling out.

It wasn’t so complicated on the ice.

Things never are, really. The home team with everything to play for was trailing the defending Stanley Cup champions, who had nothing to play for. The home team was a young team. For a couple, this was the first Game 81 of their career; for others, not much more than that. The champions were practiced at this stuff. They were priming themselves, reloading for a deep run into spring.

The home team had an array of precocious talent, including a young player who was the consensus favourite to win the Calder Trophy, the award that goes to the league’s best rookie. This was all new, and maybe, in just getting this far, they had shot their bolt.

The away team had rested several players in advance of the playoffs, but Sidney Crosby, the two-time Hart Trophy winner and two-time Olympic gold medalist, was not one of them. Nor was Phil Kessel, who had been the Leafs’ most convenient scapegoat for six seasons until he’d been traded a couple of summers before.

You had to wonder what the NHL schedule-makers had been thinking when they drew up the last week of the season for the Maple Leafs, a frantic race to the finish, five games in seven nights. Every team would have had a patch or two like this, a ridiculous compression of the schedule to accommodate the World Cup back in the fall and the weeklong midseason break that all teams get thanks to lobbying from the NHL Players’ Association. It was simply the Leafs’ dumb luck that their worst rush would be at season’s end.

Of course, the schedule-makers likely assumed that the league would have sorted itself out by the end of the season. Those who had a shot at a Stanley Cup would have emerged, and those who were looking to land in the lottery would have been long submerged. On the former count, yes, things had been mostly sorted out—seven teams in each conference were in, with Pittsburgh, of course, among them for the eleventh season in a row. The Leafs, however, were precipitously on the bubble that Saturday night.

Every time the puck was dropped throughout the last two or three months, the Leafs had heard that this was their biggest game of the season. They had heard it as recently as two nights before, when they lay down against Tampa Bay, a game they wanted to believe was an aberration.

Over the next five minutes, the Leafs rolled over the boards and looked punched out, like a boxer grown arm-weary. They seemed overtaken by events: five full minutes without a whistle, up and back and up and back, six line changes and counting, coach Mike Babcock rolling all four lines, trying to squeeze an extra shift for Auston Matthews.

The hum gradually gave way to silence. Nineteen thousand people, and not a shout to be heard. No horn blowing. No cheers, no “Go Leafs Go.” The crowd turned utterly still, not like an arena so much as a waiting room.

With eight and a half minutes left, the whistle finally blew, and Pittsburgh defenceman Mark Streit took a penalty for hauling down Leo Komarov behind the Penguins’ net. Even on the power play, though, the Leafs were flat. Somehow they kept possession and applied some pressure, but a little of the fine touch had gone out of the game. Time was winding down. The shots on goal in the third period told the story of the game’s direction: Pittsburgh 2, Toronto 9.

After Streit was let out of the box, the game clock seemed to speed up. For a team and its fans, the seconds never come off fast enough when holding a lead. With the season in the balance, it felt like the clock had been put on fast forward. A cheer of “Go Leafs Go” sounded mournful, like “Danny Boy” going up at a wake, and as tired as the team being urged on.

Some souls, hardened by so many bad turns over the years, had already moved past this game—check that—this season. Just a couple of weeks ago, fans talked optimistically about the Leafs opening the playoffs at home. And then came the fade to black. Fans had seen this movie before. In 2012, it had come in a 1-9-2 streak in February that dropped them out of the playoffs and had then-GM Brian Burke comparing the team to “an eighteen-wheeler going right off a cliff.” A couple of years later, it was eight consecutive losses that snuffed out a shot at the playoffs. This time it seemed like it would be this four-game home stand in the very last week of the season.

What would be the postmortem? A young team that had run out of gas, yes; with the benefit of hindsight and rewrite, everyone saw that coming. Maybe it would be an optimistic spin: When this team finally comes together, they’ll make it happen at moments like this. They’ll know what to do.

It had been a remarkable season just to get to this point, one that made history on several counts. Individual records. Team records. No one had seen it coming. If there was hope of extending the season, it was going to take one more improbable turnaround. Was it too much to ask? If you were too old and had seen it fall short, then yes, to hope was to laugh. You’d have to be young and blissfully innocent to believe that one more goal or one more win was still out there.

With less than six minutes left the puck came back to Streit on the point, and he let loose. Brian Boyle, the fourth-line centre and the Leaf veteran who had been in this do-or-die moment most often before, dropped to one knee and took a shot in the leg. Stinging, still kneeling, Boyle pushed the puck ahead to Kasperi Kapanen, who skated into the neutral zone. Behind the play Boyle flexed his leg and skated to the bench for a line change, and Matthews hopped onto the ice in his place. The Leafs got the puck deep and began working the cycle along the boards in Pittsburgh’s zone. With a burst of speed, Matthews carried the puck behind the goal line, all eyes on him. Leafs defenceman Matt Hunwick dropped in from the point, and Matthews hit him with a pass. Hunwick stretched to collect the puck and wasted no time, sliding a no-look pass through the slot. The puck landed right on the tape of Kapanen’s stick, and he wired it into the back of the net.

The crowd erupted as the Leafs players mobbed an ecstatic Kapanen, who, in his sixteenth NHL game, had his first goal, his first point. The players on the bench patted each other’s helmets in congratulations as the coaching staff pumped their fists. Fans who had just seconds before been resigned to their fate suddenly were on their feet, leaping and hugging—the ACC had new life.

There was just one problem. The game was still tied. As the adrenaline wore off and the teams reset for the face-off, reality set in. The Leafs hadn’t saved their season or suddenly secured their chances of a playoff spot—they’d just given it a jolt from the crash cart to keep hope’s heart beating. There were five minutes left, and Toronto still needed its win.

The Leafs had an open casting call for heroes. Some of the candidates had answered such calls before. Many hadn’t. Most, actually.



CHAPTER ONE


IT SHOULD HAVE STARTED ON a saturday night, the traditional slot for Hockey Night in Canada, especially as it featured two Canadian teams, the Leafs and the Ottawa Senators, locked in a fierce rivalry. And it should have started in Toronto, at least if seniority matters, which it should, given that the Leafs were entering into their centenary season (more than that if you go back to the franchise’s antecedents, the Arenas and the St. Pats). But it was a Thursday night in Ottawa, a quirk of the schedule-maker in the league’s Manhattan offices, one insensitive to drama and history and all things Canadian.

Then again, maybe the league’s decision was better thought out than presumed. The game was anticipated by two sets of loyal fans, although expectations were mixed. The Senators had made the playoffs the year before, and their prospects for the season ahead were mixed: A new GM, Pierre Dorion, had taken over for a longtime head man, Bryan Murray, who had managed the team while battling incurable colon cancer. And the Leafs, well, the prospects were not high enough to be described as mixed. The team had finished last overall in the league the season before, laughably so, and although it felt like the teardown was ongoing, management was actively selling the theme of “rebuilding.”

Most assumed that the 2016–17 season would be a painful process for the Maple Leafs. At its best, it would be a cold introduction to the man’s game for a flight of young players, and as many as ten players in the lineup this season would qualify as rookies. At its worst, it might devolve into a brutal initiation, trial by ordeal for fresh-faced kids. They were breaking into the league surrounded by several veteran survivors of the annum horribilis. The rookies in the line-up for Game 1 in Ottawa fell into tiers. Connor Brown and Zach Hyman were forwards who had spent enough time in the organization to establish ceilings—they both had a good shot at sticking around as industrial-strength depth players in the NHL, but you wouldn’t win with them on your top two lines. Nikita Zaitsev was an almost unknown commodity—a never-drafted, twenty-five-year-old defenceman who had toiled in the KHL for six seasons, playing virtually his entire career in the shadows before signing a one-year deal as a free agent with Toronto in the summer. These, though, were the members of the supporting cast. Driving the interest in the team were the first-round draft picks from the three preceding Junes, those around whom the Leafs management had planned to build a contender, those in whom Toronto fans placed hope—a questionable investment in recent years.

William Nylander had been taken eighth overall in the 2014 draft. The son of former NHLer Michael Nylander made cameo appearances with the team in training camp as an eighteen-year-old before going back to Sweden for a season to play alongside his father before committing to a season with the Marlies, Toronto’s American Hockey League affiliate. In the AHL, Nylander established himself as one of the most skilled players in a league that was usually tough on teenagers. His play was good enough for him to be called up to the big club for a few weeks in the spring. It was a taste of things to come, but the team’s intention was still to shelter Nylander in the minor-league club, distancing him from the stormy “tanking-for-No. 1” season and protecting him from being indoctrinated into a team culture that accepted, or even tacitly approved of, losing.

Mitch Marner had been the fourth overall pick in 2015, and although his puck skills were at times magical, questions lingered: Could a player that slight step into the league at nineteen and physically endure the big hits? So many young players get hurt—some severely—after being thrown in before they matured. The most cited example was Gilbert Brulé, a fifth overall pick of Columbus in 2005, who wound up with a broken sternum and seemed to never recover. Marner was a forward in Brulé’s physical mold, listed at five-eleven and 170 pounds, numbers that seemed generous when you saw him in person. Still, if Nylander had little to learn in the AHL, Marner had nothing whatsoever to gain from a return to major junior. His London Knights team had won the Memorial Cup the spring before, laying waste to every team that got in their way. For his part, Marner came away with all the major Player of the Year awards, and his line with the Knights, Christian Dvorak and Matthew Tkachuk, had broken long-standing league scoring records. As a junior-age player, Marner couldn’t be sent to the AHL because of an agreement between the NHL and the Canadian Hockey League. Could he stick with the big club? Would it be better to put him at wing rather than centre to avoid injury? The answers would become clear pretty quickly.

Those questions were not there when it came to how or where Auston Matthews would be used. The first overall pick of the 2016 draft, Matthews had spent the full previous season playing in the Swiss pro league. He had already skated and starred with the U.S. national team at the world championships that spring. He had played with Connor McDavid, Jack Eichel, and other young stars on Team North America at the World Cup. There was no other place to play Matthews but at centre and with the big club. Still, pundits and fans figured that the team would take a cautious approach: Give him second- or third-line minutes, give him a bit more of a workload as the season played out. The prevailing wisdom: Mike Babcock will be teaching—emphasize teaching—Matthews the NHL game.

That was before the opener in Ottawa. Within sixty minutes, the presumed narrative for the season would be sent to rewrite and the prevailing wisdom would be shredded.

•  •  •

On his third shift, Matthews went hard to the Senators’ net and tried to get off a shot on goaltender Craig Anderson. Ottawa’s Derick Brassard got to Matthews before he could let loose, locking up the rookie and lifting his stick. Matthews fought through the check and kept possession of the puck, throwing a backhand pass to Nylander, who had taken a position behind the net. Nylander threw the puck over to Hyman, who sent a pass back to Matthews. Matthews finished the sequence by snapping the puck past Anderson for the first goal of his career, the first goal of the game, and the first goal of the Leafs’ season.

As first career goals went, it was an auspicious one but hardly unprecedented. You wouldn’t have put Matthews’s up there with Mario Lemieux, who, on his first career shift, stripped future Hockey Hall of Famer Ray Bourque of the puck at the blueline for a clear breakaway, ate up the length of the ice in what seemed like six strides, and cleanly deked Boston goalie Pete Peeters. Matthews’s first was, by comparison, not so dramatic, and it was in no way single-handed. It was just a piece of the game circa 2016, a product of body position and puck possession around an opponent’s net. It lacked beauty. It lacked magic. It was just a goal, indistinguishable from hundreds in an NHL season.

This, however, could not be said of Matthews’s second goal, the one for which his first game will be long remembered, the one that will become part of league lore.

Up on press row, pro scouts from ten NHL teams took their assigned seats. They had their ringed notebooks out and had written down the line combinations in the pregame. They had made one-line, even one-word notations beside Matthews’s name after that first goal. The home side had scored twice, to make the game 2–1, and to the dispassionate pros doing other teams’ intel, it was looking like a fairly unremarkable early season contest. That changed with just under six minutes left in the first period.

Matthews bore down on Senators forward Mark Stone, who controlled the puck at the Ottawa blueline. Matthews pushed the veteran Stone off the puck with almost casual ease, but found Stone’s linemate Mike Hoffman bearing down on him. It looked like Matthews would have just momentary possession, like he’d be well advised to dump the puck into the Ottawa end if he had a chance, just to chase it again or get a line change. Instead, Matthews stickhandled and pushed the puck between Hoffman’s skates and blew by him, albeit southbound, in retreat, back towards the centre red line. It looked like he was skating straight at Kyle Turris, another veteran and the centre between Hoffman and Stone, who gave chase, hustling to back-check. Matthews pivoted without stopping and crossed the Ottawa blueline on his far left wing. Turris, skating as hard as he could, couldn’t catch up. Then, without looking to his right, Matthews caught a glimpse of Hoffman in his peripheral vision and ducked—Hoffman went to shove Matthews’s helmeted head into the glass but just lunged and punched air with two hands.

Matthews pushed hard away from the boards to avoid a linesman who was pressed against the glass and waving the play onside. The puck was just beyond the reach of Matthews’s stick, and Ottawa defenceman Erik Karlsson took possession to clear the puck, weighing his options. Matthews used a quick fake—a tap of his stick to Karlsson’s left side—to sucker the two-time Norris Trophy winner. He then lifted Karlsson’s stick and found himself with a clear path to the Senators’ net, though it was on an angle sharper than 45 degrees. Karlsson’s partner on the blueline, Marc Methot, slid in skates-first from the far side in a desperate attempt to block the anticipated shot, but he was a beat too late. Matthews wired the puck past Anderson on the short side.

The sequence took over nine seconds from the start to the red light. The play drew both cheers from Toronto fans who had made the trek to Ottawa and gasps from those in the seats, no matter what their allegiances. No, it wasn’t Matthews’s first goal, but still it was a first-game memory that would be up there with Mario Lemieux’s. Six Senators had had a shot at Matthews—one of them had a pair of chances—and he had gone past and through them all, with a linesman to boot.

There had been no cheers from the scouts after the first goal, no words exchanged. A few raised eyebrows; some cracked their poker faces and jotted down notes beside No. 34 in reports that would be filed in the morning. On the second goal, though, the reaction was a little more emphatic: “He could be okay,” one quipped.

One veteran working the game had been an amateur scout for more than a decade before he flipped to the pro side, just before Matthews landed at the U.S. National Team Development Program (USNTDP) in Ann Arbor, Michigan. The scout had only casually watched Matthews playing at the world juniors the two previous seasons. He heard Matthews’s name discussed in his team’s war room in advance of the draft, although not in any serious way, given that his team had made the playoffs and had no shot at landing Matthews.

Scouts won’t make definitive player evaluations based on what they call “limited viewing”—that is, a handful of games. Even four or five games might be an insufficient window into a player’s game. After the first period of Matthews’s NHL career, the scout didn’t hesitate to pass judgment: “I’m coming in it with fresh eyes,” the veteran scout said. “I try to do that with any young player—you know, not to rely on what I’ve heard or any of the hype. I’m probably even more skeptical with a kid who is hyped. I’m thinking that whatever they’re saying, it’s exaggerated. It doesn’t mean anything until you’ve done it in the league . . . until you showed me. And he showed me.”

All that said, there were eighty-one more games left in the season. Two more periods left in the opener. Who knew what else Matthews might show?

•  •  •

Dave Pal was 450 kilometres away from the game, but he was watching it no less intently than the scouts up on press row. It would be hard or heartless to call Dave Pal an amateur. An NHL scout will miss a game or two a season for whatever reason—it might be illness, a flight cancellation, an anniversary, a kid’s big day. Pal had a full-time job and a life to lead, but he’d still missed only one Leafs game in the last twenty-five years, and that only under the most extenuating of circumstances. “It was the big blackout a few years back and it was freezing out,” Pal says. “I actually had my generator down from the cottage for whatever reason. I could have run it, I guess, to watch the game, but my grandmother’s place was freezing, so while the game was going on, I was getting the heat on at her place.”

Likewise, it would have been hard-hearted to judge those at his flank as anything less than professional. They lined the bar at TKO’s, a tavern on the Danforth in Toronto’s east end. TKO’s advertises itself as a Leafs joint, and Pal and his pals are its constituency: No one needs to get carded here. These are mature adults. They have known victories and losses in life. A majority of them were alive when the Leafs won the Cup and have faint memories of it, even though less than 30 percent of Canadians can make that claim. Their memories grow more vivid with more recent history—John Brophy and Wendel Clark in the 1980s, and Pat Burns and Doug Gilmour in the ’90s. They had come here since Clark’s rookie season, not long after the bar opened. They had watched Gilmour’s Leafs get tantalizingly close to making the final against Montreal in 1993. They had convened in this place on game nights for a few communal close brushes and far more disappointments in the two decades since.

The demographic of the crowd at TKO’s changed as Pal and his friends grew older, and their ranks thinned by circumstance—some moving away, a couple of others giving up drinking after beating back illness, one after a bout with cancer, another a heart attack. “Life has a way of getting in the way,” Pal said.

So, too, did technology, as far as business at TKO’s went. Big-screen television viewing became accessible at home, replicating and even improving the experience at the bar, without the pools, without the side bets, without the bell ringing for Leafs goals. Even the franchise had horned in on the communal viewing of games—the most memorable image of the team’s last big heartbreak, the blown third-period lead in Game 7 against Boston in 2013, was not goaltender James Reimer facedown on the ice, as if looking to tunnel his way out of the arena. No, the image that sticks was the wide shot of thousands of young fans gathered outside the ACC, watching the game on a massive high-definition screen in Maple Leaf Square. To ownership at TKO’s and sports bars across the city, those inconsolable kids were a lost generation of patrons.

Through to the start of the second period in Ottawa, the broadcast featured no shots of Maple Leaf Square—if producers had planned shots of the mob scene outside the ACC, they were scrubbed in favour of replays and analysis of Matthews’s two goals. Chatter at TKO’s focused on the same. “He’s on pace for . . . what’s six times eighty-two?” said a regular known only as Ghostly Bob.

The waitress rang the bell twice more in the second period, both times for Matthews goals.

The first came barely a minute in. Morgan Rielly had the puck on the left side of the ice, with no great options. Four Senators packed into the slot and the ice below, and there were no clear lanes to shoot through or skate into. At least, that’s how it looked until Matthews slipped into the space between defencemen Dion Phaneuf, the former Leafs captain, and Cody Ceci—how they let Matthews through without so much as a stick touching him is a question they had to be asking themselves after he took a pass from Rielly and, in a blink, fired it past Anderson. Twenty-one minutes into his NHL career, the rookie had a hat trick.

As Matthews’s linemates mobbed him and hats rained onto the ice, TKO’s achieved a bedlam unseen since the Leafs carried that three-goal lead late in Game 7 in Boston a thousand heartbreaks ago. Each patron smiled and laughed and floated like he had hit the lottery.

So it went for another eighteen minutes of play, and then the improbable crossed over into the impossible. Matthews skated hard to the net on a two-on-one with Nylander carrying the puck down the right wing. Matthews beat defenceman Chris Wideman to the goalmouth and rerouted a slick pass from Nylander with one touch, cleanly beating Anderson and barely beating the clock, which had run down to 0:03.

“This has to be a joke,” Dave Pal says. “This is the twilight zone.”

Says Ghostly Bob: “I hope I live long enough to see how this turns out.”

Nick Fatsis, the owner of the bar, rings the bell at the end of the period, his adrenaline pumping not only because of the historic happenings in Ottawa but also for his much-improved business prospects on the Danforth.

“This is almost too good to be true,” the proprietor says.

Fatsis was right—the night wasn’t entirely pulled from a storybook. Maybe it was all too much to ask for a team that was leaning on six rookies, three of them playing in their first NHL game, too much to ask of a line-up so dramatically changed from one season to the next. Ottawa came back to tie the game in the third period. Leafs management had traded a first-round pick and a few other pieces to Anaheim for goaltender Frederik Andersen over the summer, and in his debut with the club, he gave up a couple of weak goals to send the game into overtime. Maybe Babcock got caught up in the moment as well, sending Matthews out to take the face-off at the start of the three-on-three overtime—a half minute later, Karlsson got payback for his earlier embarrassment, shaking Matthews and going through the back door for the winning goal.

Auston Matthews became the first NHLer to score four goals in his NHL debut and the youngest player in league history to score four goals in a game, but still the Leafs came away with just one point. If this was the start of a new era, then the new era was still looking for its first W. On that night, those who derided Toronto as the Centre of the Universe and the Leafs as a cosmic joke probably felt like they had the last laugh. It had to go wrong. It’s the Leafs.

•  •  •

If a player’s history, his route to the NHL, doesn’t entirely define his talent, it at least provides a window into its evolution and explanation of how it came to be. It hangs out there in NHL history and is woven into the fabric of the game’s lore. When people talk about Gordie Howe, they inevitably retell the stories of how, at age thirteen, he worked with grown men, hauling hundred-pound bags of cement on summer work crews in Saskatoon. With Bobby Hull, it’s skating seven miles along frozen Lake Ontario from the company town of Point Anne to Belleville to play in peewee games. With Bobby Orr, it’s skating on frozen ponds around Parry Sound with older players in town. With Wayne Gretzky, it’s skating on a sheet of ice in his backyard, flooded by his hockey-playing father, Walter, and watching Hockey Night in Canada, tracing the puck around the television screen.

It’s no different with today’s stars, although the new stories seem a little more structured: Sidney Crosby going to Shattuck–St. Mary’s, the Minnesota private-school hockey hothouse where every waking hour is seemingly school, homework, or hockey; Alexander Ovechkin coming up through the sports school of Moscow Dynamo, the organization headed up by his mother, an Olympic gold medallist in basketball.

Strength, skill, endurance, and resolve emerge in youth, and you can see trends and patterns there. Not all the stories are exactly the same, but common threads run through them. And you can see in their rise precisely how their talents emerged—Howe with his strength, Gretzky with his eerie prescience, Crosby with his never-a-wasted-second approach to play and life.

Auston Matthews’s backstory is not quite a stand-alone, but it’s close. He came from just about the least likely place of all, following in no one else’s skate path. And just as his talent is separate and distinct, even hard to define, there’s an aspect of otherness—he gets things done on the ice, but exactly how is not always clear and is often wholly unexpected.

What sets Matthews apart defies easy explanation, even for those who played with and against him. It’s not there in a physical aspect. It’s not that he’s so much stronger—at least not now, at age nineteen—like Howe; not that he’s so much faster like Orr, although he would surely rank in the elite and will only rise as he matures. But nor is it there as a piece of character: He’s not so driven as Crosby, a near-ascetic type-A personality; not that he’s more focused than the predatory, reckless Ovechkin, the ultimate disrupter. Matthews is a contrast to both. Off the ice, he’s a relaxed, laid-back kid. On the ice, he’s a player whose game reflects a sense of order and control.

If anything, Matthews borrows from Gretzky, though to say so is to lob a live grenade at a young prospect. Still, it’s not a huge stretch to say that he played in something roughly the same size as a backyard and that he sees the game like a kid tracking the puck around the television screen, seeing not just where the puck has gone but where it’s going next.

“He doesn’t just see what’s in front of him. He sees what’s ahead of him . . . how things are going to unfold,” said Ryan Shannon, a former NHLer who played against Matthews in his last season before joining the Maple Leafs. “He’s not taking chances or gambling. He knows. We said it was like the puck follows him around the ice.”

It goes by a bunch of labels. Anticipation is a popular one; vision also. In the parlance of NHL scouts, hockey sense gets tossed around. But that’s praise heaped on a player who knows what to do in a given situation, a player who doesn’t get lost on the ice, who plays within the game’s conventions. Gretzky possessed something else: a sense of what others would do, teammates and opponents both. On his first trip through the league, Matthews has dropped significant hints that he might possess the same gift. Even on his first NHL goal, when it seemed he didn’t carry the puck through four Ottawa Senators so much as it followed him, it was clear that Matthews had a talent of a different sort.

The comparison of players through the ages is purely a mug’s game. The NHL has evolved dramatically and necessarily over the years. The rules have had to change ahead of the players, ahead of the coaches. How a star’s skills would translate from one era to the next is simply speculative, never more than one person’s guess and another’s derision. That the very best players would adapt, however, seems like a fair shot. Gretzky played at a time when the pace of the game and the size of players allowed him to possess the puck. Now any given sixty minutes of NHL action is played at a dead, unbroken sprint and boils down to a thousand mano a mano situations, each player trying just to hold on to the puck or to gain possession of it. Analysts talk about “winning puck battles” or “winning fifty-fifty pucks,” and those who win most will most often come away with two points. In any given game that Auston Matthews plays in, you can watch him chase a puck, especially in the opponent’s end, and you’ll presume that he has no better than half a chance to come away with it. And yet, when you presume that he doesn’t have a real shot at it, that his chase is almost certainly in vain, he still comes up with it—not every time, but more often than can be credited to dumb luck.

It’s nothing you can come away with by chance, no matter how many bags of cement you lift, how many miles on a frozen lake you skate, how many extra assignments you take on at a prep school hockey factory or years you put in at a state-sponsored sports academy. Yes, you can teach a young player the rudimentary skill of playing without the puck; it will be drilled home when he reaches the elite age-group ranks and hammered into him as a young pro. Matthews is way ahead of his class on that count, but more than that, he displays a talent for denying opponents a puck that they are accustomed to holding on to. “It’s hard to say what it is, but I know it’s either there or it isn’t,” Ryan Shannon said.

In the end, Matthews’s is a hard-to-define talent, and his backstory goes only halfway to explaining it, a fact that only makes the riddle more intriguing.

•  •  •

Though it felt like Matthews had come from out of the middle of nowhere, hockey had been in the Southwest long before him. The Phoenix Apaches played a season in the semipro California Hockey League in the late 1950s before folding. The Victoria Maple Leafs of the minor-pro Western Hockey League moved to Phoenix and became the Roadrunners in 1967. The Roadrunners won league championships in 1973 and ’74 and were led by, among others, Howie Young, a talented hothead with a drinking problem who had been packed off into exile by the NHL. The franchise’s success helped Phoenix establish a franchise in the World Hockey Association. That team took the Roadrunners nickname, but it didn’t match its predecessor’s success, making it into the playoffs just once in three seasons before disbanding.

Hockey at its highest level arrived in Phoenix in 1996. To the members of the Winnipeg Jets, it might have felt like a lesser sun-drenched exile than it had to Howie Young before them. With a small market and a soft Canadian dollar, the Jets weren’t financially viable, and their ownership, tired of the red ink, dumped the franchise to Phoenix businessmen Steven Gluckstern and Richard Burke, who bought into Commissioner Gary Bettman’s much-derided strategy of growing the game in the Sun Belt as a means to getting a U.S. network television deal. Ownership decided that the Roadrunners’ name didn’t pack much weight in the market and might only confuse people who knew of them as a minor-league team. The franchise was rebranded the Coyotes, but they weren’t quite a howling success in their first seasons.

Understand that Phoenix Coyotes hockey, in its early days, had a sideshow aspect. America West Arena, the team’s original home, couldn’t really accommodate hockey—the floor had to be retrofitted for a two-hundred-foot ice surface, so the upper bowl actually hung over the ice. Up in the cheap seats, the view of the games wasn’t obstructed so much as it was halved. Spectators in the front rows could see maybe three-quarters of the sheet, and in the absence of a jumbotron, they would have to take it as an article of faith that a goal was scored or a save made.

In a mostly unsuccessful attempt to sell tickets to entry-level hockey fans, the Coyotes tried to turn games into family events where the game itself played out in the background. The day that I saw the Senators face the Coyotes, a mariachi band played by the snack bar, and the team mascot cavorted with the kids while parents hit the beer stand.

That was the scene at America West Arena just after Matthews celebrated his first birthday. His parents, Brian and Ema, had moved from Northern California to Phoenix just weeks before. The idea that an NHL star would come from Phoenix as a by-product of the Coyotes would have seemed as remote as Alpha Centauri. Further away still was the idea that a star on the ice would have been born to a father who hadn’t even seen two-thirds of an NHL game and a mother who, growing up in Hermosillo, Mexico, barely knew a thing about hockey at all.

Matthews was three when he attended his first NHL game, watching from his uncle’s season-ticket seats. Exactly what made a big impression on the boy is lost in the fog.

“I remember it being really loud,” Matthews said in a New York Times interview. His mother remembers it a different way: “I think it was the Zamboni coming out on the ice between periods that was exciting for him.” Soon he wanted to go to games more frequently, and his interest in the game went beyond the acoustics and ice maintenance.

Matthews’s interest in the game would probably have been no different if it had been any of the iterations of the Roadrunners playing in the arena rather than the NHL. The nuance of the game would have been lost on a preschooler. Then again, no professional hockey star with Arizona roots had come along during the Roadrunners’ time. Prior to Matthews, the single NHL player born in Arizona was Philadelphia’s Sean Couturier, an NHL first-round draft pick whose New Brunswick–born father had coached Phoenix’s minor-league team in the early 1990s, just another whistle-stop for a hockey lifer. The younger Couturier stayed in the Sun Belt only so long as his father coached the Roadrunners.

Brian Matthews did know a thing or two about sports, however. He had played baseball as a young man. And elite sports ran deeper in Matthews’s extended family. Wes Matthews, Auston’s great-uncle, played college football at a small state school in Oklahoma, and, as an undrafted free agent wide receiver, was permitted a one-year deferment from the Vietnam War to play a season for the Miami Dolphins. In his own way, Wes Matthews had come out of nowhere, and his message to Auston was simple: Strip away pedigree and everything else. “It’s mano a mano; you against the other guy,” he said.
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