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We do not remember days, we remember moments.

—Cesare Pavese (1908–1950)








1 February 2009


I jolt up in bed. I’m sweating. I can’t catch my breath.

Relax, Mats, I think.

I was standing in an empty dressing room with Brian Papineau, the Toronto Maple Leafs’ equipment manager. Something was wrong. My skate laces kept breaking. Sweat dripped into my eyes. The damn laces wouldn’t thread. This would never happen in real life—Brian is way too good at his job. I couldn’t even tie my skates. We could hear the roar of the home crowd down the hall. We were losing the game and the clock was ticking. My teammates needed me, but I wasn’t there. I was stuck in the dressing room.

For a team captain, there’s no worse feeling. It’s my perfect nightmare.

I turn on the bedside lamp. I need to get my bearings. Everything feels out of order on this cold February morning. I’m in Toronto, the city where I’ve lived since 1994. But I’m in a hotel room. My house on Dunvegan Road, three miles away, sits dark and empty.

For fourteen years, hundreds and hundreds of times, I’ve woken up in Toronto, ready to start my game-day routine. Breakfast. A short team skate down at our home rink, the Air Canada Centre. Home. Lunch. Nap. Pregame meal. Suit on. Pregame snack, coffee, water. Back to the rink.

Today is game day, so I’ll still follow that same routine. But there’s one big difference: tonight, I’ll suit up for the Vancouver Canucks. My last game as a Maple Leaf was nearly a year ago. It’s February 21, 2009. Toronto is enemy territory now.

The Canucks arrived last night after a sound 5–2 win over the Ottawa Senators. I’d forgotten just how freezing Toronto could be in February—the sort of cold that seeps into your bones, a damp cold that reminds me of Stockholm. A few guys on the plane asked me how I was feeling. They understood the significance; even the media in Ottawa were asking me about returning to Toronto. I played thirteen seasons as a Toronto Maple Leaf, eleven as the team’s captain. I’m the franchise’s all-time leader in points and goals. In the fall of 2008, after a complicated year, I signed to play the final stretch of my hockey career as a Vancouver Canuck.

Last night, the drive to the hotel felt surreal. I’ve taken my normal route eastward from Pearson Airport to my house on Dunvegan hundreds of times. When the team bus turned south instead, my muscle memory tweaked. Traffic was light. The CN Tower stood lit up among the skyscrapers.

My teammates gave me space on the bus. I checked into my room and fell asleep easily enough.

This morning, I don’t turn on the news. I stick to my routine. My breakfast consists of oatmeal and berries, toast, boiled eggs, fruit, coffee and juice—the same thing I’ve eaten on more than 1,300 game days. Routine has always been crucial to me. I need it. It calms me and gets me ready to compete. At home or away, I keep things familiar and predictable. The rhythms of preparation help temper the knot in my stomach. Around 11 a.m., I get dressed and descend to the lobby to board the Vancouver team bus. We are headed to the Air Canada Centre for our morning skate. I sit next to a younger teammate.

“Nervous?” he asks.

“A little.”

“Everyone will be happy to see you,” he says. “They love you here.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I say.

“It’ll be fine.”

This teammate has played professional hockey for a few years, but never in Toronto. I’ve tried many times to explain the Toronto Maple Leafs to outsiders, whether it’s fellow pros from other teams or friends and family back in Sweden. The Maple Leafs’ history is long and storied and complicated. Dozens of reporters make a living writing solely about the Leafs, covering everything from trade speculation, to performance, to where players ate dinner last night, to what brand of hockey sticks we use. Every game is sold out. Despite decades without a Stanley Cup, fans are die-hard and loyal. Even when we’d play games in cities like Tampa or Los Angeles, half the fans in the building would be sporting our hometown blue and white. Leafs Nation is bigger than hockey. It’s its own universe.

Pulling on the Leafs jersey for every game was a great honor. This city became my home. Many of my friends live here. My fiancée, Josephine, moved here from Sweden to live with me. Strangers would call out, “Hey Mats!” on the street. As I said, Leafs Nation is hard to explain if you haven’t lived it. So, on the bus, I just nod to my well-meaning teammate.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’ll be fine.”

We pull into the arena. The knot builds in my stomach as I get off the bus. The first person I see is Bill, the longtime usher. He offers me a warm and familiar smile.

“Welcome back, Mats.”

I shake his hand, relieved. I’m intercepted by other staff, all offering the same warmth. Everyone seems as happy to see me as I am to see them. I feel my shoulders relax.

The visitors’ dressing room feels like a hidden domain I always knew existed but never crossed into. It’s nice, but not nearly as nice as the home dressing room on the other side of the rink.

I’m not here to get lost in memories. I’m here to play hockey. I lock into the rhythms of getting ready for the morning skate. Equipment on, sticks taped, skates tied. As soon as I step on the ice, I feel loose. This is familiar.

It’s game day, so the skate is short. The coaches give us a few notes and send us on our way. Once showered and dressed, I wander down the hall to find Brian “Pappy” Papineau and the rest of the training and equipment crew. The walls in the equipment area are covered with the signatures of Leafs old and new. This staff was always such an important part of our team. Pappy is glad to see me. We catch up for a few minutes.

“Everyone’s excited,” Brian says.

I laugh. “Maybe not everyone.”

After so many years in Toronto, I know better than to subject myself to the media stories about my return. I’d done a few interviews over the past few days and the questions were all variations on a theme: Do you think you’ll be welcomed back? What if the fans boo you?

Toronto fans may well boo me tonight. Eight months ago, I left Toronto after we failed to make the playoffs for the third straight year. There’d been a lot of tension after I refused a trade in mid-season and then departed at its end. When I signed with the Canucks three months ago, the Toronto media demolished me.

So, no, I wasn’t about to read what they were writing about me today.

“We miss you, Mats,” Brian says.

I feel a lump in my throat.

“I miss you guys, too.”

“Good luck tonight.”

I nod. Brian steps aside to let me pass.

Back at the hotel, I settle in, calmer. I always read a book and eat ice cream before my pregame nap. Today, my book is P. O. Enquist’s autobiography, A Different Life. Like my mother, Enquist is from Sweden’s far north. His memoir is about difficult life choices and regret, which is on point today.

I’m relaxed. I pull the hotel curtains shut, set my alarm and fall asleep.

When I wake up ninety minutes later, the knot in my stomach has tightened. I dress in my suit and tie and head downstairs to eat a snack before gathering at the bus.

By the time we pull into the rink’s underground parking lot, I’m in game mode. Focused, but anxious. I can remember being this nervous in 2006 before the Olympic gold medal game in Turin, or in 1992 at the World Championships, or right before a big playoff matchup. But these nerves are out of whack for a regular-season game in the middle of February.

In the dressing room, I grab a coffee and my sticks. Cutting and taping my sticks is a big part of my pregame routine. Sometimes I do two, sometimes three. Fifteen years ago, I didn’t need to warm up my body. But these days, at thirty-eight, I take twenty minutes on the stationary bike and a long sequence of stretches to ramp me up to game-ready.

The clock ticks. I put on my gear, listen to the coaches and chatter with my teammates. As we stand to walk down the tunnel for our warm-up skate, the knot in my stomach twists. When I step onto the ice, there’s a small roar. It’s thirty minutes to puck drop, and the stands are still half-empty. But the fans who are here aren’t booing at all. They might even be cheering.

As I take my first lap, I hear someone call my name.

“Mats! We love you!”

I look up at a small boy standing by the glass. He’s holding a sign with a blue maple leaf and three words in bubble writing: Thank you, Mats.

I catch myself smiling as I skate by.

Back in the dressing room, coach Alain Vigneault announces the starting lineup. My teammates are ready. It’s been a good week for the Canucks; we’re on a three-game winning streak. A trainer props the dressing room door open, and I can hear the fans getting louder. Everyone in the room is locked in. At the signal, the guys stand up. Some yell, while others stay quiet. We grab our sticks and vacate the room. I step onto the ice and remind myself to veer to the visitors’ side.

The crowd cheers again. I see many of my former teammates on the home side. Guys I played with for years are my opponents now.

We stand for the pregame ceremony. I close my eyes when the anthem starts. O Canada, our home and native land. I hum along. I’ve long known the words by heart. Almost twenty years ago, when I moved to Canada as a nineteen-year-old kid, it never occurred to me that this country would slowly become my home, so much so that I’d sometimes feel more Canadian than Swedish.

The fans sing and sway. When the time comes to retire from hockey, this is what I’ll miss the most—standing on the blue line, anticipating the next sixty minutes. In this sport, every single game plays out like an unscripted drama. All the fans and media can try to predict the result, but the beauty of hockey lies in the fact that anything can happen. Any guy on the ice could turn out to be the night’s hero. The goose bumps start on my scalp and work downward to my feet.

The lights come on and the puck drops. These days, it takes a few shifts for my legs to adjust to the intensity. It’s always been hard for me to anticipate whether I’ll have a good showing on a given night. I might arrive at the rink nervous or tired and then play in top form, or arrive feeling great and then flub a play. The game is so fast and physical, with a small margin between a great play and a fatal mistake.

Coach Vigneault is giving me more ice time tonight than in our previous game. I pride myself on my focus, so it’s disorienting to feel distracted. I hear a few distant boos when I first touch the puck. My arms and legs go numb for an instant. It feels like a parallel universe to be on the ice at the Air Canada Centre and trying to score against the Leafs.

There’s a commercial break six or so minutes into the first period. While I’m on the Canucks bench, a highlight reel of my career as a Leaf starts to play on the scoreboard. The fans stand and cheer. The guys on the Leaf bench tap their sticks. Even the Leafs management staff, way up in their private box in the rafters, rise to their feet. I’m overwhelmed. I look down, but can’t hold back the tears. When the ovation shows no signs of quieting, Coach Vigneault taps me on the back to send me on the ice.

I skate to the end zone and line up to take the face-off against Matt Stajan, my friend and teammate of five years. I want the play to resume, but Stajan and the linesman back away as the ovation continues.

“Let’s go,” I say finally.

Stajan says something to me, but I can’t hear him.

The puck drops and he wins the draw. My blood starts pumping again.

The game ends in a 2–2 tie. After five minutes of overtime, the tie stands. This means we go to a shootout.

“Sundin!” Alain yells. “You’re shooter three.”

The knot in my stomach is back. Toronto shoots first and misses. Pavol Demitra scores for the Canucks. The Leafs miss again. The Canucks miss. Finally, the Leafs score and the stage is set.

The shootout is tied. I’m up. Shooter three. If I score, we win the game.

The announcer calls my name. I circle back to the Canucks net. Our goalie, Roberto Luongo, gives me a nod. The crowd is deafening. As soon as I take my first stride toward the puck, the noise disappears, like a mute button has been pressed. My nerves disappear, too. I skate to pick up the puck, like I’ve done thousands of times. At center ice, I collect it almost casually. I might as well be back in Sweden, playing street hockey with my brothers in our driveway. In our imaginary scenarios, we were always the heroes. We were always moving in on a goalie, about to score the winner in a tie game. There was always a roaring crowd and a game on the line. I feel at home now. This is my building, these are my fans.

I gain speed. I know my move before I even cross the blue line. My dad’s voice is in my head: Fake the goalie. Just a little deke to throw him off. Leafs goalie Vesa Toskala was my teammate last season. He knows my tactics, but bites anyway when I fake a shot. I cut past him and switch to my backhand, pausing for a split second before firing the puck over his pads and under the crossbar.

The red light flips on. Goal.

The mute button releases, and the noise of the crowd hits me. The Leafs have just lost, but their home fans are cheering wildly. I’m happy, relieved. My Canucks teammates join me on the ice. When I glance at the Leafs bench, I catch Brian Papineau smiling. What a strange night.

“You won’t forget that one,” a teammate says as we skate off.

Only after I’m back in the dressing room does it sink in just how much I’d dreaded this day. Despite my stoicism with the media and my teammates, I’ve been worried. I’m relieved it’s over.

A reporter, Elliotte Friedman, finds me in the hallway and pulls me aside for an interview.

“Did you go to the Leafs dressing room?” he jokes.

I laugh and choke out a no.

“What a storybook ending for you.”

As I try to respond, there’s a crack in my voice. I’m dripping with sweat. I admit to him that the past week had been challenging because of how much Toronto means to me. Over the years, I’ve become good at controlling my emotions during interviews. But at this moment, I’m barely hanging on.

The truth is, I spent fifteen years imagining my last game in Toronto, ever since I was traded here in 1994. In my dream version, my final game was playing for the Stanley Cup. We win the Cup in front of a home crowd, and an entire city unleashes before our eyes. Thousands and thousands of fans flood onto Yonge Street, honking horns, their flags hanging out every window. A sea of kids laugh and cheer with the blue maple leaf painted on their faces. The parade fills the streets for miles. Even in the dream version, I feel a remarkable sense of pride in giving millions of loyal Toronto fans what they’ve wanted for so long.

I did score the winning goal tonight, but it wasn’t the dream ending. There’s no Cup to hoist, only a flight to catch. As I head to the showers, I wonder if this will be the last game I’ll ever play at the Air Canada Centre. After eighteen years, my time as an NHL player is nearing its end. Lately, I’ve caught myself looking back on it all. The long journey from my childhood in Sweden, to an NHL career full of ups and downs, to this unforgettable February game in Toronto. How would I begin to untangle it? I’d have to start at the beginning.






2 Building a House


Tommy Sundin will tell you that it was love at first sight.

One winter Saturday night in 1965, he dressed up and went to a dance at Bacchi Wapen, a bar tucked on a narrow cobblestone alley in the oldest part of Stockholm. It was an era when men still took turns asking women to dance. Tommy had only just removed his coat before he spotted a beautiful woman across the room.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her. The problem was that this young woman already had a lineup of guys waiting to ask her to dance. Tommy waited and waited, working up the courage. When the band announced the final song, he knew his time was about to run out. He nervously approached and asked her to dance. She said yes.

Her name was Gunilla Hamstig. The band played Frank Sinatra’s “Strangers in the Night.” Tommy and Gunilla couldn’t have guessed that this would become their song. That night, once Tommy had Gunilla to himself, he had no intention of letting her go. As the lights came up on the dance floor, he asked her on a date—not to dinner or a movie, but to a hockey game.

Gunilla seemed perfectly happy at this prospect. The following weekend, Tommy’s favorite hockey team, Brynäs, was in Stockholm to play the local team, AIK. Hovet Arena would be stuffed to the rafters with fans. Tommy was thrilled that she’d accepted. They didn’t exchange phone numbers, but settled on a meeting time and place and said their goodbyes.

A week later, at 7:30 p.m. sharp, Tommy Sundin stood at Gate 7 in his new shirt and shoes. He’d even sprung for a more expensive haircut. By 7:45, Gunilla was nowhere in sight. He waited a few more minutes, then a few more, trying to fight off a creeping sense of rejection. Where was she? The crowds at the gates were thinning out, most of the fans already inside the arena. The game started at eight o’clock.

I’ll watch the game by myself, Tommy thought, heartbroken.

Before entering the arena, he took one last look around. And there she was, standing alone at Gate 8, scanning the crowd. He called her name. Gunilla heard it and looked around until she saw him. She seemed relieved, happy to see him. She’d simply gone to a different gate. Not the wrong one, she insisted. They’d agreed on Gate 8. Tommy could only laugh and take the blame. They entered the Hovet Arena to a sold-out crowd. There were no seats in the arena back then. Every section was standing room only, thousands of fans jammed into rows that today, with safety and capacity rules, might hold half as many.

Gunilla cheered more loudly than Tommy did. He was in love.

Two years later, Tommy and Gunilla Sundin were married, and my brother Patrick was born. The young family of three settled into a two-bedroom apartment in Ängby, a suburb west of central Stockholm. Tommy worked for the state-owned telecom company, Televerket, and Gunilla took a job as a nurse at Beckomberga Hospital, a large psychiatric hospital within walking distance of their apartment building.

I was born in 1971. According to my mom, from the moment I was born, I was a chaser. I started chasing my older brother, Patrick, as soon as I could crawl. My earliest memories are of trailing him around the grass courts between the Ängby apartment buildings. There was a metal statue of a bear that scared me. I’d always take the widest berth around it that I could.

Patrick was a natural athlete. If he was outside, kicking a soccer ball, I wanted to be outside, too. No matter where he went, I followed. When he was about eight years old, I tagged along with him and a friend as they snuck up to a delivery truck behind our Ängby apartment and swiped a bag of sugar from the open door of the cargo bed. The delivery man caught us. He wasn’t about to phone the police on a four-year-old and his older brother, so he took us instead to our parents. Tommy and Gunilla were never the type to get angry, but this crossed the line. I was only four, but my brother got an earful harsh enough to end our brief criminal careers.

The apartment was small, but the tight quarters never stopped my parents from hosting friends and family often. Even in the darker winters, the apartment was always warm with the smell of coffee and cinnamon buns and the voices of neighbors and friends.

With two active and growing boys, the Ängby apartment was starting to feel small. My mother dreamed of a house. She came home one day and told my father she’d found a lot in Sollentuna, former cottage country twenty minutes northwest of Stockholm that was being parceled off for residential development. The lot was on a steep incline, about two hundred yards uphill from a lake.

“The lake will freeze in the winter,” Gunilla told my father.

Gunilla had a vision. They’d build a house and raise their family there. But to Tommy, their little apartment in Ängby was fine. The lot was expensive and interest rates were at 14 percent. In 1970s Sweden, it was common practice to raise your family in an apartment. The Social Democratic Party—Socialdemokraterna—had held power since the Second World War, with working-class voters like my parents as its core supporters. The prime minister, Olof Palme, was a strong advocate of unionized labor, women’s rights, universal health care and schooling. He was progressive in his focus on building schools and hospitals, housing and roads, even bike lanes and transit. Not many Swedes were rich, but with a strong welfare system of tax-funded education, health care and dentistry, the broad middle class lived comfortably. In the early 1970s, France’s right-wing president, Georges Pompidou, described his perfect country as “la Suède avec un peu plus de soleil”—Sweden, but with more sun.

To Tommy, Gunilla’s plan felt out of reach. Sure, Sollentuna seemed like it could be a wonderful place to raise a family. The area was beautiful, and the lake was visible from the lot. But aside from the money they didn’t have to buy it, there was one other major problem: Gunilla’s dream lot was empty.

“How are we going to build a house?” Tommy asked.

“We’ll figure it out.”

Tommy wasn’t convinced.

“If you’re not going to buy it with me,” Gunilla told him, “then I’ll buy it myself.”

By then, Tommy understood one thing about Gunilla. While he had been raised three hours from Stockholm in the sizable town of Bollnäs, his wife had grown up in the farthest northern reaches of Sweden. Her childhood village of Kainulasjärvi was thirty miles north of the Arctic Circle and had fewer than 150 residents. It was a village of loggers and miners. The winter months were long and dark, and the summer mosquitoes were fierce.

Kainulasjärvi was the sort of place that built character and forced a certain level of hardiness among its locals. This quality lingered in Gunilla. Her friends who’d also moved to the city came over often for traditional syjuntas, gatherings where the women would sew and chat. Gunilla still spoke Meänkieli, a minority language specific to the Tornio Valley region of the north. Tommy didn’t understand the words, but he could often catch her meaning by the animated way she spoke. Gunilla was good at getting her message across.

Tommy knew he had no choice but to get on board with the lot.

With some help from Tommy’s brother-in-law, who worked at a bank, Tommy and Gunilla secured a loan of 300,000 kronor—roughly $70,000—and bought the lot in Sollentuna and a Volkswagen Beetle. By 1973, they had a car, a steep lot covered in pine trees, and a building fund with a very high interest rate.

But no house.

Tommy called on his dad, Sture Sundin, for help. The two of them spent many weeks cutting down trees, then found a local company willing to blast out the hill to make room for a foundation. By the end of summer, the lot was clear and ready. Tommy stood over the hole in the ground and scratched his head. They’d made much progress. But the same question remained: How was he supposed to build a house?

He found himself a house plan with drawings. Then he spotted an ad in the newspaper for a retired home builder and called the number. Days later, the man stood with him on the lot, scratching his head, too.

“Don’t worry, Tommy,” the man said. “I will help you. We will build you a house.”

It took two years. Friends and family helped, particularly Tommy’s dad and Gunilla’s brother Rolf, but mostly Tommy labored on his own. He learned to put up walls and lay flooring. If he had to call a plumber or another trade, Tommy would shadow them on the job so that he might tackle any similar task himself next time. This continued for months, evenings and weekends, until Tommy had a home for his family—two stories and a second-floor balcony with a clear view of the lake. There was a small bedroom for each of the kids and one for Gunilla and him. In 1975, the year my younger brother, Per, was born, the five of us moved to our new home in Sollentuna.

My parents loved sports, and it rubbed off on us. Our TV only had two channels, SVT1 and SVT2, both state-owned. Anytime either was airing sports, we were watching. It didn’t matter what sport—soccer, pole vaulting, cross-country skiing. The TV and radio were on around the clock during any of the Olympic Games. My dad’s favorite sport had always been ice hockey. Growing up, he’d been a goaltender.

In many parts of rural Sweden, hockey was less popular than a sport called bandy. Bandy is like field hockey on skates, played on an ice sheet the size of a soccer pitch. In 1939, my grandfather Sture helped start the Warpen IK ice hockey team in Bollnäs, and my dad took up the game as soon as he was old enough to skate. Tommy even claimed he brought his goalie pads to a tryout camp for the Swedish junior national team as a teenager. My mother joked that she’d only believe him if he could prove it.

Just as my mother promised, the lake down the hill froze that first winter in Sollentuna. My dad set out with a shovel to clear snow off a rectangular patch big enough for us to skate on. It took him time to perfect his rink-building skills—clear the area, then use a bucket to flood it. He couldn’t work fast enough. Up the hill, his sons were waiting impatiently. All they wanted to do was play hockey.






3 Chasing Patrick


“Please,” I begged my mom. “Please, can I go, too?”

I was six, and Patrick was ten. It was 1977. Nearly every day after school, Patrick and his friends would gather for a hockey game down on the lake. I was desperate to join them, to play. To be included. At two, Per was still too young to feel left out. That would come later.

“Patrick,” my mother would say, “let Mats play.”

My brother was understandably irritated. Every day, he faced the same scene. He’d make plans with his friends and get ready, shovel in hand, skates over his shoulder, a few pucks in his pockets. I’d ask to join them, and when he answered no, I’d run to my mother and plead with her to override him.

“Patrick,” she’d say.

“He can’t even skate!” Patrick would respond.

At this, I’d start crying.

Patrick had every reason to be annoyed. He and his friends were all a head taller than me, and a lot faster. I knew I wasn’t welcome, that I was a pest in their way, but I didn’t care.

“Fine!” Patrick would eventually say, exasperated.

He relented every time, but drew the line at waiting for me or helping me get ready. My mom was the one who’d tie my skates, secure my helmet and make sure I had gloves and snow pants.

Down on the lake, Patrick’s friends were tolerant at best. Patrick was right—I couldn’t skate. I fell constantly, tripping over cracks in the ice, landing hard on my stomach, then popping back to my feet. They never passed to me. If I was going to touch the puck, I had to find a way to get to it first.

This went on for years, Patrick and his friends skating, biking, playing soccer, and me, desperate to keep up, always chasing.

Patrick started playing organized hockey in the local league in Sollentuna. Most of his games were played outdoors, no matter how cold the weather. I’d tag along to his games and practices with my dad, desperate for the day I’d be old enough to sign up.

Even in Sweden, winter doesn’t last forever. By March, the days would grow long and the ice on the lake or at the local outdoor rink would melt. Our focus would turn to playing soccer and riding our bikes. It became obvious to my parents that I was going to compete hard in any sport I played. I hated losing. I hated it when my brother and his friends tried to leave me out.

My mother resigned herself to the fact that her three boys would come home most days covered in dirt, our shoes scuffed, holes in the knees of our pants that she’d have to mend. This was her fate. The best she could hope for was that we didn’t break any bones or lose an eye or any teeth.

With the Sundin brothers, even that was wishful thinking.

My front baby teeth fell out early in the first grade. After a few months with a toothless smile, my adult pair grew in, white and shiny and far too big for my young face. Any jokes about their size were short-lived, because the spring after I turned seven, a battle on the soccer field at school sent me flying open-mouthed into an opponent’s skull. We rolled to a stop, him holding his head and screaming, me with a hand to my mouth.

It was my first time tasting the distinct metallic flavor of a mouthful of blood. I lifted a hand to spit, catching the two perfect white rectangles in my palm. My front teeth.

The school called Gunilla at work and she arrived to collect me. I remember the look of horror on her face when I forced a smile to reveal the toothless grin I’d only just outgrown, this time with my adult teeth wrapped in a paper towel. This set off years of visits to dentists in an effort to put them back in place and keep them there. Bridges were installed, special toothpaste used to correct the discoloring. My parents were dutiful in taking me to every appointment. I learned to smile with my mouth closed. They might not have put in the effort if they’d known my future was in hockey, all but assuring this wouldn’t be the last time my teeth were knocked from my face.

During school hours, Patrick was spared being harassed by his unrelenting younger brother. Given our age differences, the three Sundin brothers were always at different schools. As a newer suburb, Sollentuna was still figuring out its school configurations. After a few years of primary a short drive up the road, I graduated in the fourth grade to a bigger building that I could bike to on my own.

My childhood summers were always about traveling north to my mother’s village of Kainulasjärvi, or to Bollnäs to visit my dad’s side of the family. Tommy’s parents, Marta and Sture Sundin, got divorced when he was ten years old. Even though Sweden has never been a very religious country, divorce in the 1950s was still rare. When I was growing up, my dad never talked about their split. Sture was a train driver who lived in Stockholm with his second wife, Anna, and they spent their summers at a cabin in the wilderness. Marta lived in Bollnäs, but often stayed with us in Sollentuna. In the absence of a clear explanation, I never bothered to compute the logistics. I was maybe eight before I figured out that Marta and Sture had once been married. When I brought up this obvious fact to Patrick, he looked at me as though I’d just told him the sun was in the sky.

I loved our summer trips to Sture and Anna’s cabin a few hours from Bollnäs. For nearly a hundred years, logging companies used the Voxnan River to transport logs from the deep forest inland to the timber mills along the coast of the Baltic Sea. Loggers would sleep in the cabin overnight as their haul made its way downstream. When the cabin was decommissioned in the 1960s, Sture bought it, painted it, furnished it sparingly, and added a small kitchen with a gas cooktop and a few cots. There was no electricity or running water.

The route from Stockholm required special focus in the final stretch to avoid hitting a moose. My dad drove while my mom kept watch. The final three miles took us over a bumpy gravel road that hugged the banks of the river. We had to park five hundred yards from the cabin because the last bit of lane was impassable. Over time, Sture labored at moving rocks and filling holes to open that final stretch of lane, allowing arriving cars to inch closer and closer to the cabin every year. As soon as I tumbled from the back seat, the fresh air would hit me, the woodsy scent of the surrounding forest.

The cabin was red wood with a black tin roof and small white windows. Its porch sat so close to the river’s edge that you could cast a fishing line from a chair next to the front door. Anna and Sture always greeted us happily, ready for a few weeks of adventure, the seven of us sharing two rooms and a vast expanse of wilderness.

To a boy like me, it was paradise.

The river became the source of many vivid memories. At night, we’d hear the rustle of moose crossing its stream. There was an old rowboat we used to cross it ourselves, or paddle against the current as we fished for pike and perch, trout and grayling. Sture built a floating dock out of old oil barrels and scrap wood and anchored it out from the bank. In the evenings, my dad and I would stand on the dock with a bar of soap to clean up.

Once, when I was about five, we stood together on that dock and I lost my footing. My dad’s back was turned. I still remember the sensation of sitting on the bottom of the river, looking around, my arms floating white and fuzzy in front of me. Then, there was a tug at my hair. I broke through the surface and took a breath. My dad yanked me up onto the dock. He hadn’t seen or heard me fall in, only turned around to find the space next to him empty, my blond hair glowing under the surface.

He checked me over, distressed. I was fine.

“We won’t tell your mother,” he said.

A few years later, I stood on that same dock as my brother Patrick wound up to cast his line. But the unsteady current knocked his aim off. His fishhook caught me above the right eye and jabbed itself in. I screamed. Patrick screamed. The adults came running, their peaceful evening meal interrupted.

The closest hospital was sixty miles away, in Ljusdal. With the hook’s barbs tangled deep in my skin, it was decided that my dad would drive me, even though we wouldn’t get there until nearly midnight. It was Swedish summer; despite the late hour, the sun was only just setting.

In the passenger seat, I sat on my hands to stop myself from tinkering with the fishhook hanging above my eye. At the end of the gravel road, we passed an abandoned house. A lone moose stood eating grass in its field. That memory is even clearer to me than our arrival at the hospital, the pain in removing the hook, the stitches, the drive back to the cabin where Sture, Anna and my mother stayed awake and waiting. Mostly, I remember the sight of that moose in the field, its head down, focused on its task. It didn’t even look up as we passed.






4 The Devil’s Underwear


The car was always packed up to its roof with pillows, duvets, a cooler, sandwiches with cheese and a thermos full of hot chocolate. The three of us boys had fresh haircuts. My parents were on vacation and school was out for summer break. We were about to drive overnight, setting off as soon as my parents returned from work for the long trip to Kainulasjärvi.

From Sollentuna, the route to Kainulasjärvi follows the Baltic Sea for 550 miles before cutting inland. The trees that line the road, mostly pine, birch and fir, get smaller and smaller the farther north you go.

By early the next morning, we’d be on the final stretch. Tommy would sometimes have to stop the car to allow herds of reindeer to cross the road. He’d flip on the wipers to dispel the onslaught of mosquitoes. We were above the Arctic Circle by then. My father’s patience was worn out just in time for my brothers and me to be awake and silly with excitement. Tommy would grip his steering wheel to stretch an arm into the rear seat, the three of us laughing and leaning back as far as we could to avoid his reach.

Finally, after fifteen hours of driving, we’d come to a sign on the road: Kainulasjärvi.

This is where my mother grew up, a village of 150 people in the Tornio Valley, the northernmost part of Sweden that hugs the Finnish border. A few miles east of Kainulasjärvi, the untouched Kalix River cuts a path from Kebnekaise, Sweden’s highest mountain, to the Baltic Sea. Some villagers were Laestadians, members of a branch of Lutheranism founded in the 1800s that practiced a rigid way of life. They had as many children as God granted them, and their homes were humble and spartan. Even in the 1970s, a handful of villagers were so devoutly religious that they called window curtains “the Devil’s underwear”—a comfort one should live without. Kainulasjärvi was a safe and warm community, the sort of place where you left a broom leaning on your door to indicate that no one was home. This is the “Tornio Valley lock.”

My grandparents Sven and Elsa raised their family with a gentler approach. Their home was like any other in Sweden: They enjoyed music and television. They had curtains. My mother was the second-oldest of six kids, so they still had two teenagers at home when their grandchildren started arriving in quick succession.

No matter what time we pulled up in the morning, Sven and Elsa would be awake and waiting for us. Soon enough, my aunts and uncles and cousins would arrive, too. By the time everyone was there, there were seven adults and nine kids sharing a small house. The five Sundins all slept in the same top-floor bedroom. At night, it got so hot that we’d all sleep in our underwear, the windows closed to keep the mosquitoes out. I still ask my parents today why they didn’t install a screen so that the windows could stay open. They have no good answer.

Kainulasjärvi felt like home. I loved the vast stretches of forest and the slow pace of the village. I loved how happy my parents were up there, free from the stresses of their work and our busy school and sports schedules. I loved riding bikes and mopeds through the village with no one concerned for our safety or location. I loved the way everyone in Kainulasjärvi helped everyone else, whether it was harvesting hay, cutting firewood or painting a shed or barn.

In the middle of this world, my grandmother sat at the wheel. She had a chair in the kitchen that was her perch, her territory. Our perch was her lap or the seat at the table next to her. She played music on a black cassette player that sat on the corner of the kitchen counter—often spiritual music about God or the Tornio Valley. Even during our visits, my grandparents sometimes led prayer meetings in their kitchen. As the visiting son-in-law, Tommy’s job was to find enough chairs so everyone would have a seat.

On the outskirts of the village was a gravel soccer field with two older nets marking each end. The Kainulasjärvi SK played in Sweden’s sixth division, and their games against nearby villages marked the biggest social event of the week. Its players were pale and tough men who spent the summers working in the forest or the mines, leaving the field free for us kids to gather and play.

In a village of 150, there aren’t enough local children to form teams, so kids like my brothers and cousins and me, whose parents had moved away and were home visiting, were folded in as locals. The soccer field became a meeting point nearly every day. We did drills and played little matches before organizing a game.

The games were serious stuff. The big leagues, thanks to a man named Tore.

A local to Kainulasjärvi, Tore was an adult living with a developmental disability. He was also the village’s official soccer referee. Every afternoon, he would arrive at the pitch on his bicycle, wearing a FIFA-grade referee uniform his mother ordered for him from the thick department store catalog all homes had in the 1980s. A large man with black hair and a mustache that instilled respect, Tore looked so professional and took his role so seriously that, as far as we kids were concerned, he might as well have been referee for a World Cup match.

One sunny afternoon in Kainulasjärvi, we stood in formation as Tore decided the teams. This was a challenge when there was a ten-year age range and a two-foot height difference between the youngest and oldest kids on the field. Tore was incredibly careful in his selections. He knew who the best runners, kickers and scorers were, which kids were sensitive and which could be tough, who was local and who was only home for a visit. With many levers to balance, he made his selections with a fair eye. Sometimes he put Patrick, Per and me together; sometimes we were opponents. That day, Patrick was my opponent.

To me, there was no such thing as a casual game. No setting where having fun was more important than winning. Whether I was shooting pucks in the driveway or sprinting the length of a soccer pitch, I was always full on. Losing any game ate at me, especially when one or both of my brothers were on the other team. Losing is bad enough, but there’s no fate worse than losing to one of your brothers.

The soccer games were always spirited. That afternoon, my team was quickly losing by a few goals. I received the ball on a throw-in and carried it up the field. As I ran, an older boy nudged me and knocked me off my track. I lost my balance and fell, rolling several times in the dirt before coming to a stop on my stomach, my knees scraped and bloody. I looked up at the boy now running with the ball, then jumped to my feet, overcome with rage.

“Javla skit!” I yelled. Fucking shit!

Immediately, the whistle screamed. Tore’s face was bright red. He strode at me, almost in slow motion, digging at his breast pocket. I could feel the panic setting in. His red card popped out in a wicked flash.

“Red card!” Tore called, his voice deep and booming. “For swearing.”

I looked around. The other kids, including my brothers, stood wide-eyed and silent. I’d dug my own grave, and they weren’t about to risk their spot in the game by trying to help me out of it. What did it matter that my parents didn’t mind when we swore? This was Kainulasjärvi, this was Tore’s turf. He was a religious man, a Laestadian to his core, and the words I’d uttered were blasphemy.

“Go home, Mats,” he said.

I left the field in tears. I couldn’t bear the sounds of the game starting again without me. Within a minute I was on my grandmother’s bicycle, my bloody knees peddling a ladies’ bike with raised handlebars. The seat was too high for me. The bike wobbled as I tried to gain speed. Still, I pedaled furiously back to my grandparents’ house, crying loudly on the empty road. Mosquitoes flew into my open mouth.

When I got home, I leapt off the bike and ran into the house. My parents sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee. My dad saw the look on my face.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Breathing hard from the bike ride, I was unable to talk between sobs.

“What happened?” my mother said.

Finally, I got the words out: I was tripped. It was a foul. There was no call, so I swore.

My father shot me a look. “What did you say?”

I repeated my slur.

“Then Tore kicked me out of the game,” I continued. “He gave me a red card.”

The sobs took over. My mother guided me to the table and offered me some milk and a sandwich. Then she sat, too. Why weren’t either of my parents saying anything? Why were their heads down?

I’m not sure which of them broke first. A smile, then full-blown laughter. Then apologies for their laughter. Could this get any worse? Kicked out of the soccer game, a mouth full of bugs, and now my parents found the whole thing funny?

“You’ll go back tomorrow,” my father said. “Tore will let you play.”

They were right. He did let me play. The red card was never mentioned again. And, on that soccer field, I never swore again.

Leaving Kainulasjärvi after our summer visits was always hard, but I loved our Christmas visits, too. That far north lived in polar night from November to January; the sun only skirted under the horizon for a few hours a day, casting everything in a dusky blue light. The temperature sank well below 0 Fahrenheit, and there was always so much snow.

When my mother was a girl, a few Kainulasjärvi men got together to clear a local field for a hockey rink. The story goes that this rogue pack didn’t ask permission, but instead met up at random times to cut down trees and clear the oval. As more villagers found out, they joked that the men might get arrested. Eventually, the village invested in boards and lights for the rink. The Kainulasjärvi SK hockey team was formed from the handful of locals who owned skates. The ice stayed frozen well into the spring months.

The best thing about sports is that anyone can dream of being the best. Even in the farthest north of Sweden, you had the freedom to imagine that, one day, you might get to pull on the blue-and-yellow jersey and play for your country’s national team. It didn’t hurt that northern Swedes had a local hero who’d reached the highest levels of hockey. National superstar Börje Salming was from Kiruna, a mining town of fifteen thousand people two to three hours northwest of Kainulasjärvi along a bumpy mining and logging highway. Salming’s father died in the local mine when Börje was only five years old. Kiruna was one of the only northern spots with an indoor arena.

My dad loved Börje Salming. The whole country did. But even in Stockholm, it was rare to get news of his games, let alone see footage of him playing. We only really saw him in action when he played for Team Sweden on the world stage. I loved hockey to my core, but the NHL was still mostly a foreign world to me. All I knew was that a man who grew up a hundred miles from my mother now played for a faraway team called the Toronto Maple Leafs.






5 Red Net


By 1980, my parents were running a two-person taxi business servicing three boys and their sports. I’d started playing organized hockey in Sollentuna. The Sundin brothers played hockey and bandy in the winter, and soccer in the summer. Patrick graduated from our local hockey league to the more competitive Djurgårdens organization in south Stockholm, a thirty-minute drive from home. On a Saturday, my dad might drive to three different practices, then arrive home, only to shuttle one of us up the road for a game of bandy.

My mom ran a tight ship. Meals were always cooked and eaten at home. We never went to restaurants. We were always on time for everything. But as organized as they were, sometimes even my parents slipped up. One night, my dad and I arrived home from a practice twenty minutes away and walked into the kitchen. My dad sat at the table, famished and exhausted. Busy preparing dinner, my mother didn’t take immediate stock of us. Finally, she turned around.

“Where’s Per?” she asked.

Where was Per? Sometimes the family logistics required bringing my younger brother along to one of our practices. He didn’t mind. Per loved the arenas. He’d find lost pucks along the boards or gather other younger siblings to form a game. He could roam the rink and entertain himself for hours. Once I was off the ice, my dad would have to go in search of him so we could go home.

“Where is Per?” my mom repeated.

Without a word, my dad stood up, put on his coat and left.

Twenty minutes of driving home and neither my dad nor I had registered that Per wasn’t with us. Tommy got back to the rink and found him on top of the snow pile made by the Zamboni. His own ice mountain. He never even clued in that he’d been left behind.

When my dad got home again, this time with all his kids accounted for, my mom only had to shoot him a look. It would never happen again. Per bounded into the kitchen, looking for dinner, never the wiser.

In December, the sun is only up for five midday hours. Morning and evening drives to the arena were almost always in the dark. But Swedes work hard to make the most of this darkness. Nearly every downtown street is crisscrossed with warm strings of light. Stores and restaurants line their doorways with oil lanterns. People survive by adopting the idea of mysigt—filling spaces with comfort and light. And they stay active. Even on the shortest, coldest day of a Stockholm winter, the local hockey arena and bandy pad were always bustling.

The winter solstice in December was naturally followed by every kid’s favorite holiday: Christmas. Sweden is one of the most secular countries in the world. But the Christmas season is still full of traditions. In my house, one such custom was opening a gift on Christmas Eve. Every year, Santa made a special appearance at our house, arriving suspiciously soon after my dad announced he was stepping out to get the newspaper. Sometimes, Santa looked a lot like my dad. Sometimes, he looked like a neighbor or one of my uncles. He always wore the full Santa outfit—red suit, white beard, hat, and gift sack slung over his shoulder. He always greeted us with a booming Ho ho ho! By the time Patrick and I were old enough to see through the ruse, we played along on behalf of a younger Per.
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