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ST. PAUL, MINN. — The potential milestone moments didn't happen. But it was still a memorable

ending.

Looking at the calendar, the game Thursday between the Minnesota Wild and visiting Washington
Capitals at Xcel Energy Center could have been the night Alex Ovechkin made NHL history. But he
came into the game still needing six goals to pass Wayne Gretzky (894 goals) for the most goals
scored by a player in NHL history. So, at the very least he could have scored a goal to get a little bit
closer to the milestone.

That didn't happen either. Ovechkin was held off the scoresheet in his 1,482nd NHL game as the
Wild captured a comeback 4-2 victory over the Capitals, snapping their two-game losing streak.

So, about that memorable ending?

After Freddy Gaudreau scored an empty-netter for his second goal of the night to put the game
away, and the final horn sounded, the Wild congratulated their starting goaltender Filip
Gustavsson on his seventh victory of March. Some of the Capitals players made their way toward
the tunnel leading to the locker room. Ovechkin called them back to the ice, and the Capitals lined
up near center ice to form a handshake line.

They were led by Ovechkin and waiting for one Wild player: Marc-Andre Fleury.

The Wild goaltender has been backing up Gustavsson more often these days, which is more about
the hot-hand of Gustavsson and that the Wild are playing for their playoff lives. So, the Flower
didn't start and didn't play in Thursday's game.




“It was a little surprise there at the end. Then Bogo (Zach Bogosian) told me to look back,” Fleury
said the next day after practice. "Everybody gets on and we fist bump everybody and went to go
see Gus after the game. They were all lined up.

“A little surprise. Little bit... weird, | would say. | didn't play the game, and then the whole team’s

lined up. Very classy.”

Ovechkin mentioned Thursday morning that this game would mark the last time going up against
Fleury, regardless of if the legendary goaltender played a minute in between the pipes. It's been
one of many memorable moments this season for Fleury, who is on a one-year contract and will
likely retire from the NHL after this season.

The handshake tribute after the game was something the Capitals wanted to do, said Washington
coach Spencer Carbery.

“Just paying the respects he deserves and the impressive career," Carbery said. "He's done so
much. They've had so many battles. He's had so many battles with the Caps, with ‘0’ (Ovechkin).
So, pretty classy to be able to send him off and just say how impressive a career he had.”

Fleury was one of Charlie Lindgren’s favarite goalies growing up. Lindgren, the 31-year-old
Lakeville North grad who made 17 saves for the Capitals in the loss Thursday, said he loved

watching him play.

“The way he competed, the way he battled, just his personality,” Lindgren said. “I never had the
chance to talk to him. Heck of a career”

Wild winger Marcus Foligno also mentioned watching a bit of the Ovi-vs.-Fleury rivalry over the

years before the he came into the NHL.

“That relationship is a little bit of a hate-love, but it's one of those where you just tip your cap to
the other guys and the battles that you saw in Pittsburgh and Capitals,” Foligno said.

Ovechkin thought the handshake line was a classy gesture, said Washington first-line center Dylan
Strome, especially with their history as opponents.

“They played | don't even know how many games against each other - | think | saw 47 today, not
including playoffs,” Strome said. “It's one of those things where you've got to respect greatness,
and Fleury's been great his whole career.

“I got the chance to play with him in Chicago, and everyone knows he's one of the best people of all
time in the game, so the little respect we can show him at the end of the game | think goes a long
way and is well deserved for him.”"

Yes, it's been 47 games between the two. Ovechkin has scored 28 goals against Fleury in that
time.

“We had so many battles,” Fleury said. “The Penguins, a few playoff series, even throughout the
season, too, with him and Sid (Sidney Crosby). It was always a big deal. It was always a big game.

“I felt very lucky and fortunate | got to play so many games against him, compete against him.
Obviously, a tough opponent”

Fleury added that he was glad for the moment so he could tell Ovechkin it was fun playing against
him, because "he’s had such a tremendous career also.”

Wild keeps giving Flower his flowers, too

The moment was special for Fleury's Wild teammates, too. They stayed on the ice watching the
handshake line unfold like the rest of the fans who stayed. Hearing players describe Fleury as "one
of the best” they've ever played with is a common refrain this season.

“It's special to have that when you quit hockey someday, that you played with that guy, for sure,”
said Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin.

Wild coach John Hynes noted what a great teammate Fleury has been everywhere he's played.
Fleury was a Stanley Cup winner in Pittsburgh in 2009, 2016 and 2017. He also played with Vegas
and Chicago before landing with the Wild at the 2022 trade deadline.

Fleury deserves all the accolades he's gotten, Hynes said Thursday, adding that he's said that
same thing a couple of times in the past.

"He's been a tremendous competitor to compete against. And obviously the quality of a human
being that he is, all those things combined, | think we're witnessing in part of a hall-of-fame player,
a hall-of-fame person. That's earned the respect not only as a player but | think as a competitor.
Which is probably the best compliment you can get”
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Heather Rule

Heather's love for watching hockey started when the Minnesota Wild came to town in 2000. Before that, she

nore recently she's kept up with the Austin Bruins

orked as a news reporter in Austin and Fergus Falls,
Minn. She en

sports. Heather keeps up her sports blog Thoughts from the Stands. You can follow her on Twitter/X @hlrule or

atching sports and closely follows the Wild, Minnesota 15, IndyCar Series, tennis and prep

Instagram @hlrule.
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