Week of January 9, 2021

Match of the Week:
Rhea Ripley vs. Raquel Gonzalez (NXT New Year's Evil, January 6)
Truth be told, I wasn't sold on this feud when it first started over the summer, despite knowing the history they have outside of the ring as close friends. Raquel Gonzalez hadn't been featured as anything more than Dakota Kai's bodyguard at that point, but to NXT's credit, they've done an outstanding job of building her up since then to be viewed as a threat to Rhea Ripley. Their first match at Halloween Havoc was very good, but this brutal bout at New Year's Evil, contested under Last Woman Standing rules, was an absolute war. They took their fight all over the arena, ending with Gonzalez putting Ripley through the stage in what was the biggest victory of her young career. 

Superstar of the Week:
Shinsuke Nakamura
Only once have I ever featured Shinsuke Nakamura as the "Superstar of the Week" and that was back in May 2017. That's somewhat sad when you consider he's been with WWE for five years now. Recently, he hasn't felt nearly as special as he did when he initially arrived on the main roster, but that changed in the Gauntlet match main event on this week's SmackDown. By beating Rey Mysterio, King Corbin and Daniel Bryan in three straight matches, Nakamura came across as a legitimate main event player for a change. His stellar showing came to an end at the hands of Adam Pearce, but it was still fun while it lasted.
Show of the Week:
WWE NXT New Year's Evil, January 6
The TakeOver events that NXT does every few months will always be exceptional, but the quarterly themed television specials the brand has started to do since the summer have become equally exciting. Both nights of The Great American Bash were great, Halloween Havoc was one of my favorite shows in all of 2020, and New Year's Evil was awesome as well. NXT's first show of 2021 was headlined by a huge NXT Championship bout between Finn Balor and Kyle O'Reilly that definitely lived up to the hype. We were also treated to a thrilling NXT Cruiserweight Championship clash, a Last Woman Standing War, and Karrion Kross decimating Damian Priest.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Drew McIntyre vs. Keith Lee: There wasn't a lot I liked about Legends Night on Raw this week, but at the very least, this was a top-notch main event. Their previous two encounters on Raw from late last year were well-wrestled yet underwhelming, so I was happy they finally had a chance to go out there and kill it like only they could. I didn't expect Lee to win, but he did look strong in defeat and that's all that matters. I'll address the Goldberg return in the "Low Points" column.
· Randy Orton vs. Jeff Hardy: Orton's booking on Monday's Raw was weird. He went around disrespecting several Legends throughout the night including Big Show, Mark Henry and Ric Flair before beating Hardy in clean fashion. In other words, he never got his comeuppance and the Legends never got their revenge. That said, this was the usual quality contest from Hardy and Orton. That Twist of Fate reversal into the RKO will never get old, no matter how many times they do it.
· Big E vs. Apollo Crews: As a match(es), this wasn't anything special due to being so short. However, what we got in that time was very good. Big E technically defended his title twice and the draw going into the commercial break was a nice hook. Big E may have won decisively that second that, but I'd love for the feud to continue with Crews eventually turning heel. It's great to finally see him involved in something meaningful on SmackDown.
· The Street Profits vs. Dolph Ziggler and Robert Roode: I know this was the third or fourth match these teams have had in the last few months, but they never cease to work well together, so I can't complain. It also made sense for the heels to pin Montez Ford for the victory considering they targeted his leg the week prior. Their new tag team finisher looks awesome, too. Personally, I wouldn't have taken the belts off Street Profits, but we'll see where this goes.
· Finn Balor vs. Kyle O'Reilly: This was a hell of a main event for NXT's New Year's Evil special on Wednesday night. I was actually more excited for this than I was their original encounter because of how much more time they had to build it up, even though the rematch didn't hit that next gear like the first one did. Despite that, O'Reilly had another spectacular showing. This had to be leading to O'Reilly winning the NXT Championship down the road, right?
· Santos Escobar vs. Gran Metalik: Escobar has been firing on all cylinders since signing with NXT and this was another excellent NXT Cruiserweight Championship defense from him. Moreover, I was thrilled that Metalik had the chance to show what he could do after being overlooked in The Lucha House Party for so long. The outcome was never in doubt for me, but that didn't take away from this blast of a bout. It'd be cool to see Metalik and Lince Dorado stick around in NXT.
· Xia Li vs. Katrina Cortez: I wasn't sure what to expect from the returning duo of Li and Boa. The jury is still out on Boa because he was green in the ring the last time I saw him wrestle, but Li looked like a total badass here. She completely dominated Cortez and her strikes looked more vicious than ever. Li previously came off as generic to me, but this was a big step in the right direction. I have no clue what the vignettes were all about, but they worked out for Li at least.
This Week's Low Points
· Goldberg returns: Personally, I don't hate the idea of Goldberg returning for a WWE Championship match at Royal Rumble. In fact, Drew McIntyre might be a better opponent for him than Roman Reigns (even though Reigns makes more storyline sense). But the way it was set up at the end of Raw was a total mess and completely illogical. Goldberg claimed McIntyre disrespected the Legends despite never doing anything of the sort. I'm also fearful of WWE putting the title on him.
· Legends cameos: These Old School, Raw Reunion, and Legends Night shows have officially wore out their welcome. How many times can we get excited about seeing Sgt. Slaughter pop up for a 15-second cameo backstage? No one was utilized properly, not even Hulk Hogan or Ric Flair. I realize WWE does these types of shows to pop a bigger rating for Raw than usual, but the least they can do is make the most of who they have while they're there and not waste them.
· The New Day vs. The Miz and John Morrison: Miz randomly regained the Money in the Bank briefcase and yet remains a loser. I just don't get it. As a match, this was perfectly fine, but the setup on Miz TV was almost channel-changing material. Worse yet, that was what kicked off the show. I can only imagine how many viewers tuned out after seeing that. I don't understand what the endgame is supposed to be with Miz as Mr. Money in the Bank.
· Asuka and Charlotte Flair vs. Peyton Royce and Lacey Evans: I wasn't originally sold on Asuka and Flair as WWE Women's Tag Team Champions and my mind hasn't changed after this match. The focus was entirely on the drama between Charlotte and Ric Flair and how Ric unintentionally cost Charlotte the victory. That led to Charlotte verbally berating her father afterward and apparently teasing a heel turn even though she had only been back two weeks as a face. Ugh.
· Shayna Baszler vs. Dana Brooke: I was hoping 2021 would be a better year for Baszler than 2020 was, and it still might, but it didn't get off to the strongest start on Monday night when she lost clean to Dana Brooke. Yes, the same Dana Brooke that was positioned as an enhancement talent for so many years. The match was forgettable and it did more to hurt Baszler than it did to help Brooke. Needless to say, she needs to be repackaged badly.
· Adam Pearce wins the Gauntlet match: The actual Gauntlet match itself on SmackDown was very good on the whole and, as previously noted, Shinsuke Nakamura's showing in particular was fantastic. Unfortunately, WWE had to go ahead and ruin it by having Adam Pearce pin him to become the number one contender to the Universal Championship at the Royal Rumble. I don't think it will stick, but the finish felt flat. Roman Reigns vs. Peace does nothing for me.
· No Fight Pit: Only hours before NXT New Year's Evil on Wednesday was it announced that the much-anticipated Fight Pit match between Tommaso Ciampa and Timothy Thatcher wouldn't be happening. If it was a legitimate injury to Thatcher, then that's fine, but if it was because NXT felt they can save it for another episode, then I'm not sure why they didn't come to that conclusion sooner. It was disappointing because I was really looking forward to it, but I know we'll get it eventually.
