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      They say that during the darkest part of winter, when the nights stretch long and the fjord freezes over, the boundary between our world and the other one grows thin. Creatures big and small can slip through the cracks and visit us.

      The nisse were the ones I believed in most. They could be kind. Helpful. They might leave little gifts or make sure things went right, but they could also be mischievous if you weren’t good.

      When I was five, I believed every word of it. I believed they lived behind the little door my mother placed on the wall every Christmas. I believed they came and went while we slept.

      Then one day, I decided I was too old for it. The nisse were silly. They were something little children believed in, and I was no longer little. When I was ten, I took down the little door my mother put up every year and threw it away. But then there was the julebukk. The julebukk was different. He did not come to help. He came to turn everything upside down. For one night, he gave people permission to become something else. To laugh louder, to break the rules, to be a little worse than they were supposed to be. It was the one night of the year when mischief was allowed.

      He terrified me. The bells always rang first, the heavy ones tied around his waist. Then came the sound of his knock, uneven and deliberate, scraping against the door. I would always go stock-still when he entered. His horns were long, his body wrapped in a thick layer of fur that swallowed his shape. The goat’s head that rose from the furry mass seemed to leer at us as he hopped into the room, tilting his head as if he already knew every secret we were trying to hide.

      He demanded the elders answer his riddles.

      “Give me a gløgg,” he would order, or he’d ask for treats, secrets, and the grown-ups would laugh and hand him something, but they’d keep their secrets to themselves. Some children hid behind their parents. Others laughed along with the adults, already part of the joke. But I only watched him. I wondered if he would notice me. If he would stop in front of me and make me answer a riddle. If he would choose me. But he never did. The julebukk had no interest in little girls who never wanted to misbehave.

      TWELVE YEARS LATER

      “Are you packed, Brinna?” Oda asked.

      I looked around the dorm room we had shared for the past two years. The walls were bare now, the little pieces of ourselves already packed away, inside my suitcases that stood by the door, ordered by size. Soon this place would belong to someone else.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Almost.”

      She shoved a pair of lace underwear into her suitcase.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why were those in your purse?”

      She looked up at me. “Shut up. It was hot.”

      “Did you get his name this time?”

      She laughed. “No.”

      I rolled my eyes but smiled and zipped up my backpack.

      “Are you really going back to that sleepy village when you could stay here with me in Oslo and galavant?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “We’ve been through this. My parents asked me to come back for the winter because it’s been years since I’ve been home. After that, we can galavant.”

      “I’m holding you to that.” She pouted, pulled her suitcase shut, and dragged it to the ground. “Enjoy the frozen north, my pet.”

      “Thanks, Oda. Try to get a name next time.”

      “Pfft.” She pulled open the dorm door, and we both went down to the street.  A taxi driver was already waiting for me. I hugged Oda before she pulled away and walked toward the bus stop at the corner. I wondered how much fun I was going to miss out on this winter, but I shrugged and sighed as the taxi driver loaded my luggage.

      It was time to go back. Eight years was a long time to be away. I’d gone to boarding school, then folkehøgskole, and then university, and somehow the years just piled up.
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      When I arrived at Ålesund Airport, Dad was standing in the arrivals hall with his usual unreadable expression.

      “Brinna.” He smiled when he spotted me and came over to pull me into a big hug. “You look all grown up.”

      Dad’s hair had begun to gray, and new lines bracketed his eyes. The skin beneath his jaw had loosened, but his dark-blue-and-white Marius sweater still stretched across a strong frame. It wasn’t that he had developed a stoop. There was simply a new deliberateness to the way he moved, a stiffness I didn’t remember. Even his hug felt slightly less coordinated than it used to, and for the first time, I could see his age.

      When he drew back, I found the same blue eyes as mine, the exact same shade.

      “You said that the last time you saw me too.”

      “Well, I was wrong. Now you’re all grown up.”

      “Okay, let’s just go,” I said, a little exasperated, and my dad chuckled.

      Solvik was a two-hour drive away, but I guess it wasn’t every day Brinna came back to town, so he’d insisted on coming to pick me up.

      We walked to the car, and he loaded my luggage before pulling out onto the street.

      “So, how’s Mom?” I asked when we were on the road.

      “She’s Mom. She’s fine. Overdecorating as usual,” he said.

      “How much Christmas décor does she have now?”

      “Oh, I’m not sure. That part of the shed is an area I’m not allowed to visit, but I’d think it’s safe to say that it’s at least twenty boxes by now.”

      I laughed, and my dad’s smile grew bigger as he glanced over at me before returning his attention to the road.

      “Mind if I take a nap?” I asked.

      “Go ahead, angel,” he said, and he turned on my seat warmer.

      “Thanks. I was up too late last night packing,” I said, stretching my arms and bunching up my sweater to use as a pillow.
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      I suppose I should have expected to see him, but somehow I’d pushed it into the recesses of my mind. When I did see him, it felt like jumping into ice after a long sauna session. It shocked me because I was sure he would be an old man by now, or at least look like one, just like my dad.

      Tyr sat in the kitchen with a warm cup of something in his hands. He was speaking to my mother. It was dark outside, and small tea candles flickered on all the window ledges as I came in through the kitchen door.

      When he looked up at me, I froze.

      And he froze.

      “Brinna!” my mom shouted happily before I could unfreeze, throwing her arms around me. “You look exhausted!” she said, squeezing me.

      But I couldn’t focus on my mom. All I could see was Tyr and the way he stared at me with a slack jaw.

      “That’s Brinna?” he said, and my mom turned to him and chuckled.

      “Of course it is, silly,” she said to Tyr, my dad’s best friend and the village’s julebukk.

      He closed his mouth, took a sip of his beverage, and then cleared his throat just as my dad came in.

      “Leif, looks like Brinna grew up,” Tyr said, chuckling. “I didn’t recognize her.”

      “That’s what I said.” My dad nudged me on the chin as he passed by. “She rolled her eyes at me.”

      “Well, it happens, you know. People get older.”

      “Of course, and you turned out lovely,” my mom said, fussing with my blonde hair, still clinging to my side.

      Tyr stood up and came over to give me a hug. “Welcome back, baby Brinn,” he said.

      The warmth of his hug shocked me a little, and I stood there with my arms at my sides, trying not to react to his touch. Somehow, Tyr was still young. Still strong. Still the man all the women in the village had always been in love with… including me.

      My dad laughed. “Give your uncle Tyr a proper hug.”

      Not my uncle. Definitely not my uncle. The thought cycled through my head as I wrapped my arms around his waist and felt his voice vibrate with laughter.

      “It’s okay, Leif. She probably doesn’t remember me.”

      Oh, you have no idea.

      “Of course I do. You’re the big scary goat,” I said as he pulled away from the hug and stepped back toward the kitchen table, taking his warmth with him. I tried not to sigh, but it came out anyway.

      “Scary?” he said with a grin. “I never scared little girls.”

      “Oh, she’s tired,” my mom said to Leif. “She must be exhausted.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, looking down at my toes so he wouldn’t see how much his little girl comment stung.

      “She had a nap in the car,” my dad parodied.

      “Oh, good. Let’s eat then. I’ve made fish soup.”

      “Let me help,” I said, needing something to do besides keep staring at Tyr, who had resumed his spot at the table with his mug in hand. The dedicated Tyr mug—the one he had at our family house because he was here so often. It was a julebukk mug, carved into the ceramic.

      “No, it’s fine. Just sit down. How about some gløgg?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, cringing inwardly as I tried to sit down at the far side of the table, but that was when my younger brother ran into the room and claimed his chair, which was the one I was trying to sit in.

      “Runar,” I said, and he slid into the chair and grinned. “Brinna, you’re back. Too bad.”

      “Ugh,” I said. “Nice to see you too.”

      Runar was sixteen now and looked nearly grown-up. He’d somehow grown a few centimeters taller than Dad, and his shoulders filled out his wool sweater. Mentally, however, he was still an adolescent little prick.

      “And we still have assigned seats in this house,” he said, pointing to the chair next to Tyr. “And that, Saint Brinn, is your spot.”

      Tyr pulled out the chair for me, and I inwardly grimaced as I sat down next to him, his arm absentmindedly resting on the back of the chair. My mom placed my angel mug in front of me, filled with gløgg.

      My hair brushed against his arm, and he cleared his throat and moved it away.

      “So where is Ingrid?” I asked Tyr, trying to remind myself that he was a married man and my elder.

      “Oh, uh…” he said. “We got divorced three years ago.”

      “Oh?” I hadn’t heard that. “No one said.”

      Then again, the only person who ever mentioned Tyr on the phone was my dad, but he wasn’t exactly a source of village gossip. Dad always just said what they’d done together: fishing, hunting, spelunking. He never once mentioned what their personal lives were like.

      “Yup,” Tyr said vaguely. “She moved to Sweden.”

      “Wow, why?” I asked, a little surprised to hear that, given she’d grown up in this village and married Tyr.

      “She met a Swede,” he said, laughing. “I guess she preferred poverty to this.” He gestured to himself with his hand.

      “Ouch.”

      She must be nuts. If Tyr ever looked at me like a woman and not his best friend’s little girl, I wasn’t sure I’d return to Oslo. I swallowed the thought before taking a sip of my gløgg, alcohol-free.

      Christ, Mom. I’m twenty-two. I stared at Tyr’s julebukk mug next to my angel mug and sighed.
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      Mom really did overdecorate. It wasn’t like my friends’ parents’ places in Oslo, where they tastefully added some aesthetic Christmas decorations, sometimes all white to match their all-white furniture. No, my mom loved traditional Christmas, and the house was covered in red nisse, red-and-white knitted garlands, straw ornaments, gingerbread garlands, gingerbread men, and gingerbread houses. She even had a giant straw julebukk standing by the Christmas tree, and she still used real candles on the tree. Fire hazards be damned.

      Every room seemed to flicker in low candlelight, and I stood by the tree looking at the ornaments my mother had collected over the years. Some of them were still the ones we’d made as kids. They were pretty ugly in retrospect.

      “Is this one mine or Runar’s?”

      “Hmm?” my mother asked as she lit another candle. “Oh, that’s Runar’s.” She came over and searched the tree for the one I’d made.

      A julebukk made of straw, or at least it was supposed to be. The straw stuck out everywhere, making it hard to tell what it was.

      “Is that me?” Tyr asked, taking the julebukk from my hands.

      “Yeah, you can tell because its hair is sticking out everywhere,” I joked.

      “Ha.” He hung it back on the tree.

      Tyr did have a lot of hair, but it was like a groomed mane on his head, not that his body was hairy. Well, I couldn’t actually answer that since I’d never seen him undressed.

      Shut up, Brinna.

      He had long hair, which on most men was a big no, but somehow on him, it just made him look… sexy.

      Fuck. Shut up.

      I forced myself away from him and went over to the wall of pictures instead. There were several new ones of my dad doing something dangerous, which he loved.

      “When was this?” I asked, looking at a picture of him in a glacier cave, his red jacket bright against the white.

      “Last year,” Dad said, looking at the picture with me. “It’s magical, Brinna. I wish you could have come with me.”

      “I’d love that. Can we go tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Oh, angel, my knee is acting up. I don’t think I can take you there safely right now.”

      “Your arthritis?” I asked.

      “Sorry, the cost of getting old,” he said, stroking my back.

      “Yeah, it’s okay. Maybe I could go alone or something.”

      “No way, angel. That’s dangerous.”

      “I’ll take you,” Tyr piped up behind us, and I slowly turned to him.

      “Oh, that’s a great idea,” Dad said. “Tyr is an expert, better than me.” He fake-whispered the last part to me. “But don’t tell him; it will go to his head.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said, rubbing my arm. “I guess if you’re not too busy.”

      “Nope, I’m on winter break,” he said. “It’s perfect timing. I was planning a trip anyway.”

      “Oh.” I cleared my throat. “Good. Great.”

      “We will have to go early,” he said, “to make sure we have enough daylight.”

      “Okay.”

      “So you’ll have to be up at four a.m.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Wow, that was early. That was usually when I’d stumble home from a club. It would probably be easier to go out drinking and then go, than it would be to just wake up at that time. Except Solvik didn’t have a nightclub, because it was a town of two thousand people, and half of them were retirees.

      “Runar, are you going with them?” Dad asked. “You said you’d go next time.”

      “No, thanks!” he said, grabbing a cookie from the coffee table before flopping down on the couch. “I’m busy.”

      “Doing what?” Mom asked.

      “I’m sleeping in, and then I have a group thing.”

      “You mean you’re going to be playing video games?” my mom said, annoyed.

      Runar tapped his nose and laughed.

      “I don’t want you to spend the whole break glued to video games,” my mom said.

      She looked tired, I realized. Older. There was something around her eyes that hadn’t been there before—a heaviness, maybe. She had always been beautiful. She still was, but seeing her look worn made me kind of sad.

      “I’m not. I’m sitting on the couch eating cookies,” Runar pointed out before taking another one. “But I’m not getting up at four a.m. just to go hiking through ice.”

      “Well, I’m going to take off,” Tyr said suddenly. “Thanks for dinner, Sofie.”

      “Already?” my mom asked. “You haven’t even had dessert yet.”

      “Ah.” He laughed. “You know it’s hard to say no to, but next time.” He promised.

      “Goodnight, everyone.” He waved at everyone, and I waved back.

      I wondered where he’d be going in such a hurry. Maybe he just wanted an early night because of our hike tomorrow.

      He left with a smile on his lips, and I forced myself to sit still and not go to the window to watch him like a creep. My mom and dad disappeared into the kitchen, and I heard the sink running and plates clanking against each other.

      “Gross,” Runar said suddenly.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You still have a crush on him,” Runar said, pointing. “He’s old, and you’re gross.”

      “I’m not gross. I don’t have a crush, and he’s not that old.”

      “He’s Dad’s age.”

      “I’ve been gone at school for eight years. You think I’m still going around pining for some old guy? Grow up, Runar.”

      “You just said, ‘he wasn’t that old.’” He made quotation marks with his fingers and laughed.

      “Ugh.” I groaned and went to the door to pull on my boots.

      “Where are you going?” Runar asked.

      “Tell Mom and Dad I went for a walk,” I said. I needed to get out of here, out of my head, and away from Runar and his rude accusations.

      “Okay, whatever. Don’t do anything embarrassing tomorrow,” he said, waving at me, and I flipped him off. I pulled open the front door and stepped out into the cold, dark night.

      Fuck, it was cold here.

      I zipped up my jacket quickly and found my gloves shoved inside my pocket. It was quiet outside, even though it was only eight at night. The only thing I could hear as I tramped through the neighborhood toward town was the crunch of snow beneath my feet and the wind howling through the fjord. Candlelight seemed to flicker out of nearly every window. I’d forgotten how beautiful and magical it was here.

      I turned the corner into town and found it nearly devoid of life. The small grocery store was dark, the flower shop’s window display was covered in frost, and the old wooden buildings along the street sat quietly beneath a layer of snow. The streetlights cast pools of yellow light onto the empty road, reflecting off the icy patches where cars had passed earlier.

      The harbor was just beyond the buildings, though I could barely see it in the darkness. The fishing boats sat tied up at the docks, their masts barely visible against the night sky. It was strange seeing the place so quiet. In Oslo, there was always someone walking somewhere, always a bus passing, always noise.

      Here, the whole town seemed to have gone to bed. Then I heard laughter. A door opened in one of the nearby buildings, spilling warm light onto the snow-covered street. I glanced over and realized it was the village pub.

      I’d never been inside before. I’d forgotten it even existed.

      “Hurry up, Emma, he’s about to start playing!” a girl called out to another one who was smoking outside, the orange glow of her cigarette bright against the dark snow.

      “Coming,” she called back, quickly stamping out her cigarette and disappearing inside with her friend.

      I crossed the street and looked at the old wooden door before tugging it open. Warmth slapped me in the face, and I stepped inside, stomping the snow from my boots onto the grates covered in slush from other visitors. I peeked around and saw it was nearly full. Then I heard music, someone playing a guitar, and I stepped farther past the entrance so I could see the stage.

      “Hey honey, do you want a drink?” the bartender called from behind the bar before I could get a good look at the stage.

      “Oh, sure,” I said, walking up to the counter. “I’ll have a beer.”

      “Anything in particular?” he shouted over the music.

      “Uh, no. Just whatever’s good.”

      “Are you visiting?” he asked me as he started pouring a beer from the tap.

      “Uh, yeah, I am,” I admitted.

      “What brings you all the way to Solvik?”

      “I’m visiting family,” I said, and he passed me the beer.

      “Oh, nice. So you’ll be here a while.”

      “Yup, for the winter,” I said.

      “If you need a tour, let me know. I’m the town guide.”

      “Are you?” I asked, realizing he was flirting with me.

      “Yeah. You know, it’s a tough job, but someone has to do it.”

      “I bet.” I chuckled.

      I glanced back toward the stage and froze. Tyr was playing guitar and singing. What the hell? I didn’t even know he played.

      The bar was packed with locals—older couples, men from the sailing club, and groups of friends crowded around the tables—but a sea of women had claimed the space in front of the stage, swaying along as Tyr began to sing. Someone squealed.

      “What the fuck?” I said out loud.

      “I know. It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?” the bartender asked. “But he brings in customers.”

      “Since when did Tyr sing?” I asked.

      “Oh, do you know him?”

      “He’s…” My dad’s best friend. I choked on the last words. “Yeah,” I said.

      “Of course you do,” he said, sounding a little annoyed. “All the pretty women in town do.”

      I glanced over at the bartender and looked him over. He wasn’t exactly minced meat himself. He was tall, muscular, and easy on the eyes, but he was no Tyr.

      “He’s not even good,” I said, realizing that his singing was mediocre, and that in Oslo no one would come to watch him sing. I laughed at that.

      “I know. That’s what I’m saying,” the bartender said, sounding relieved that someone finally agreed with him.

      “But he’s clearly got a fan base.”

      “Yeah, gross.” He poured me a shot. “This one’s on me.”

      “Yeah? How come?”

      “Because you’re the first level-headed woman to walk into this place,” he said with a laugh.

      “Ever consider that taking a shot could undo that level head?” I asked, reaching for the shot glass.

      “You’re right,” he said, pulling it back. “Better not.”

      “Hey!” I complained, and he laughed before sliding it back toward me.

      “Hope you’re not too lightweight. I wouldn’t want you to suddenly fall for Tyr like the rest of them.”

      “As if,” I said, and I took the shot, pretending I wasn’t totally devastated to find out that I wasn’t the only woman in town still pining over him.

      I slid onto the barstool and ignored the sound of Tyr playing his set. I drank my beer while the bartender told me his life story, which was basically that he grew up in Solvik and became a bartender.

      “Ever go outside of Solvik?” I asked.

      “Of course. I travel all the time,” he said. “It’s one thing I like about bartending here. I can take sabbaticals.” He shrugged. “I save up, and then I take off for a month.”

      “That’s pretty cool,” I had to admit. “I haven’t travelled too much. I’ve been busy studying.”

      “What did you study?”

      “Agricultural engineering,” I said. “Specializing in hydroponics.”

      “So you’re, like, smart?” he said, and I laughed and shrugged.

      “When did you get here?”

      I jumped at his voice and slowly spun around on my stool.

      “Ah, hi, Tyr,” I said, the flush from the beer spreading across my face. When did his set end?

      “We’re going early in the morning. Shouldn’t you be in bed?” he asked.

      “Ah, well, you know, I wanted a drink,” I said, swallowing hard.

      “Fuck,” the bartender said behind me, and I looked back at him with a raised eyebrow.

      “You, like, know him know him.”

      “Excuse me?” Tyr asked him.

      “Nothing, man.” He held his hands up. “If you decide you want to do a town tour, let me know,” he said to me before moving down to the other side of the bar toward a group of women who were leaning over the counter and staring at me.

      Great.

      “Tyr, would you like a beer?” I asked, ignoring the prickle of eyes on us.

      “Not if we’re going hiking tomorrow.”

      “Ah, boo,” I said, and he raised an eyebrow at me.

      “How many have you had?”

      “Just this and a shot,” I said, smiling at him. “You know, the shot was a freebie.”

      Tyr’s mouth tightened as his attention shifted to the bartender.

      “Don’t get involved with Erling. He has a reputation,” he said, scanning me up and down with a concerned expression on his face. “And you’re too sweet for him.”

      “I’m not as sweet as you think,” I said. Maybe the alcohol really was getting to my head. “Isn’t it, like, good enough if it’s two consenting adults?”

      “Adult is the keyword there,” he said, taking the beer from my hand and placing it on the counter.

      “Hey!” I complained. “I was drinking that.”

      “We’re going home,” he said, taking my hand.

      “No… I’m not. And Tyr, I am an adult.” I tugged on his hand playfully. “Have a drink with me.”

      “Come on, Baby Brinna. Let’s go home,” he said, tugging me to my feet, sounding like an exasperated adult.

      “Lame,” I pouted.

      Tyr kept his hand in mine as he walked me home. Every now and again, I would tug at it and pretend I wanted him to let me go, but the truth was I loved his big hand covering mine.

      “Since when did you start drinking?”

      “Tyr, I’m twenty-two. Do you think I’ve never had a drink?” I asked him, and he paused, looking down at me for the first time since we left the bar.

      “Twenty-two?” he said, like he couldn’t believe it. “Already?”

      “Yup, nearly twenty-three,” I said, standing on my tiptoes and getting close to his face. “I’ve even had sex.”

      His blue eyes widened, and he dropped my hand.

      “Brinna, what the hell?” He took a step back. “Why would you tell me that? I don’t want to know that.”

      I immediately felt stupid and focused on my feet.

      “Sorry, it’s the alcohol,” I said as an excuse, and I prayed that it was the shot because otherwise I might never emotionally recover.

      “Next time, take it easy,” he said, taking my hand again. “Let’s put the trip off another day.”

      “Okay,” I said, wishing I could disappear into the snow, and followed him back to my parents’ place without another word.
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      I woke up feeling depressed and embarrassed. My dad came in as I lay in bed staring at the frost-covered window.

      “Good morning,” he said with a grin. “Heard you got drunk last night.”

      Fucking Tyr.

      “I didn’t…” I stopped myself. No, the story was that I was drunk, so no one knew I’d made an ass of myself because I was a dumb girl with an unrequited crush.

      “Yeah, a little.”

      “Take it easy next time.”

      “Yup,” I said, and pulled myself out of bed.

      “Mom saved you some breakfast,” he said. “Come eat, and then we can go down to the harbor for a coffee.”

      “Alright.”

      Dad always had coffee down at the harbor. There wasn’t an actual café there, just a vending machine inside the sailing club, but it was his morning ritual. He knew everyone who came through, and everyone knew him. He always found someone to talk to, so I sipped my coffee, sitting outside the sailing club on one of the benches, and watched the boats bob against the yellowing sky. The sun was already setting, even though it was only one p.m.

      “If you did that, you’d have trouble pulling the net onto the boat,” my dad said, and I zoned out, staring ahead as I drank my bitter coffee.

      I needed to get it together.

      I was Brinna, twenty-two, smart, educated, sexy, and I’d been with plenty of men. So what if Tyr was this weird crush of mine? It didn’t mean anything. I’d just gotten pulled in, and I absolutely could not continue making a fool of myself.

      “Oh, Tyr,” my dad said. “Coffee run?”

      “Yeah,” Tyr said, and I looked up and grimaced.

      Fuck me.

      He looked even better in daylight. His blonde hair caught the sunlight, and his cheekbones somehow looked even sharper with the sun on them.

      He glanced over at me briefly before taking another sip of his coffee and continuing his conversation with my dad.

      Ugh.

      I pushed myself to my feet and walked down the harbor toward the little sauna that used to sit there. I wondered if it was still there.

      The little red building was still there, and it looked like it had gotten a new coat of paint. I peeked inside, and it was empty. I could use it.

      I pushed open the sauna door. It had a little entrance for changing clothes, and I opened the door to the main sauna and switched on the heater before going back into the changing area and taking off my clothes.

      It was a sailing club sauna, and we’d used it since I was a little kid. It was strange how small it felt now. I grabbed a towel from the rack, laid it down on the bench, and sat on the top level. It was still cold, but I could hear the hum of the sauna heater, and I closed my eyes and leaned
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