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			Praise for Blessings

			‘Beautiful, subtle, atmospheric; devastating and precise, yet so tender and generous, too. Minor finds pristine, humane, elegant, often hopeful and surprising ways to speak about grief, love and loss.’ 

			Harriet Armstrong, author of To Rest Our Minds and Bodies

			‘In this collection of stories the lives of mothers and daughters are sketched with piercing attention, yet the mysteries at the centre of each character’s desires, losses and trespasses retain their depth at every turn. The effect is as chilling as it is expansive. There is not a word out of place.’ 

			Hannah Regel, author of Last Sane Woman

			‘Seven stories that resemble life itself, each so pulsating with a vivacity of its own that they create connections with the lives of the other stories through its use of a rich, nuanced style that is both clinically clear and marvellously suggestive. Minor’s literary imagery is in a class of its own. She succeeds in depicting all this in her elegant, passionate, and unusually beautiful prose. Blessings has the potential to be one of the foremost works of Danish short prose in recent decades.’

			The Nordic Co-operation

			‘It can be difficult to explain what it is about Blessings that makes its short stories so good. Scene by scene and sentence by sentence, Caroline Albertine Minor writes with impressive certainty, but above all she writes completely unobtrusively and effortlessly.’ 

			The Information  

			

			‘Blessings is a magnificent depiction of grief. In this telling, what hurts the most is what remains.’ 

			Litteraturmagasinet Standart

			‘Caroline Albertine Minor writes with warmth and wisdom about the aimlessness of life.’ 

			Politiken

			‘Caroline Albertine Minor’s marvellous short stories explore what happens when human relationships are stretched to breaking point.’ 

			Weekendavisen

			‘Minor has produced something odd, in the best way – something that creeps in and makes this collection of short stories stand out from the crowd.’ 

			Dagens Nyheter

			‘The 2018 P.O. Enquist Prize goes to Caroline Albertine Minor, for her extraordinarily precise dissection of her main characters’ complex emotions and relationships in this series of elegant and moving stories. In Blessings, grief and loss are explored as part of everyday life. The existential weight of the stories is masterfully counterbalanced by stylistic lightness and assurance. In this her second book, Minor shows herself to be a writer of international stature.’ 

			Jury statement for the P.O. Enquist Prize
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			»Today it is snowing here & were I not confined to my bed taking two-toned pills I would be painting a snow scene. This would be appropriate as I have this large tube of white and snow is white. On this truth, I will leave you.«

			—Flannery O’Connor, letter to Maryat Lee, March 1960

			»Un souvenir peut-il être pornographique?«

			—Jacques Roubaud, Quelque chose noir

		

	
		

		
			Villages de France

			For a while I didn’t understand what she was saying. The voice sounded like it was coming from far away, like she was shouting to me across a windswept field. Whistling and rustling at her end of the telephone line.

			Sorry, I said, fumbling to switch on the fairy lights, Who am I speaking to?

			It’s Nete, she said. Helena, is that you?

			I had met Nete only once before, at my eighteenth birthday nearly ten years earlier. She’d worn a trouser suit, and they left early because she’d forgotten her antihistamines.

			Yes, I said.

			Your dad’s in hospital.

			I sat up straight, my hands soft from sleep. She said something else that was drowned in a wave of crackling.

			I can barely hear you, I said, Can I speak to him?

			He isn’t here.

			Then there was silence around her. Had she gone inside? Yes. The sound of a door closing, keys tossed onto a hard surface, footsteps, and another door.

			

			He isn’t here, she repeated and, now I wasn’t struggling anymore to catch what she was saying, I realised how exhausted she sounded.

			He’s in hospital in Limoux. Hello, are you there?

			Yes.

			Do you think you can come?

			To France? I asked stupidly.

			To Belvianes, yes. Do you think you can?

			

			My dad had been a distant planet all my life, and neither I nor my mother did anything to disrupt his orbit. I was fifteen years old when he moved abroad, and not long after that he married Nete. Ever since, he had lived for most of the year in a house near Carcassonne in the south of France. The house had a big garden, and was situated a few kilometres away from the village of Belvianes-et-Cavirac, with its markets and shaded squares. I imagined him at a table in a café on one of them, writing his postcards. They contained nothing besides the usual chit-chat, but I was happy to receive them. Every summer, my dad spent a few weeks in Denmark. These trips were reserved for practical matters, and I never picked him up at the airport, knowing that he wouldn’t like it. Once or twice during his stay we would meet at a restaurant for lunch. The experience always left me with the sense of having had a polite conversation with an unfamiliar but kindly old man.

			When, as a young woman, I asked my mother why they’d never moved in together—or tried to, at least—she shrugged and said it was a different time. There were different dreams. I wanted a child, she said, I had a daughter with a nice, stable man—what more could I have asked of him? What else was there to wish for but you? It was never meant to be anything more.

			The night my parents met, my father had recently started seeing a woman who was a member of the Left Socialists and the newly appointed treasurer of the Chile Committee. Trying not to advertise how little he really cared about these issues, he occasionally went to meetings, although he never understood what they were about. He wasn’t interested in politics: it was the body, the puzzling body, that interested him. Infections, bloodborne diseases, diagnoses, prescriptions. One night, finding himself in yet another sports hall, thinking about his work, anxious to get back to the alcohol-swabbed surfaces of the lab, he saw my mother. She was sitting straight-backed in the row ahead of him, and—although it was the middle of August and lots of people had kicked off their shoes, fanning themselves with the party manifesto—she didn’t once take off her fur hat.

			She was twenty-two years his junior, which meant that by the time I was five, my father was already an old man. I only ever visited him at the hospital, my mother dropping me off at his office at the Infectious Diseases Clinic and picking me up a few hours later.

			When he was made Denmark’s first professor of tropical medicine, my mother was generous enough to let me attend the ceremony, although she thought it elitist and anachronistic. I sat in the front row, wearing a new, Chinese-style dress too tight around the arm holes, clapping when the people around me clapped, half-fearing and half-hoping that someone would ask me to join him on stage. During the dinner afterwards, I sat next to a Swedish brain surgeon who gave me some wine from his glass and asked me if I’d had a proper boyfriend, and later, much later, whispered with his lips to my ear that the only way to get my father’s attention would be to get a very rare infection. Just so I was aware.

			

			Nete was waiting for me at the bus stop. I wouldn’t have recognised her but she was the only one there. It was raining, and she offered me an umbrella. We walked together through the deserted main street. Four months out of the year the village came alive, she explained. The visitors were mostly French, coming from the big cities to clean out their lungs with the crisp air of the Pyrenees before returning home at the beginning of September. Belvianes, like other towns of its size, spent the winter months recovering from the hectic summer. The village turned inward, attending to its permanent residents and their minor bumps and scrapes and deaths and divorces. She herself had come here more than twenty-five years ago, with her first husband. When she heard that another Dane, a retired doctor, had bought a house in the village, she was annoyed. She’d wanted it all to herself. Nete was younger than my father, although I didn’t know by how much, exactly. Now, as she walked ahead of me, nothing struck me about her appearance except that it was friendly and very ordinary, nothing in her face to tell me why, out of everybody else, my dad had chosen her.

			Here we are, she said. The house, freshly whitewashed, overlooked the main street, a sign above the door said Hôtel Nostalgie. 

			We used to close over the winter. My ex-husband didn’t think it was worth staying open out of season, but I’m the one making the decisions now. And we do get the odd person wanting a room. People who need a place to think, artists, anyone in need of a fresh start. They stick around longer than the summer guests, sometimes for months. So they get a good price. 

			I listened to her voice, and to the raindrops pattering against the taut synthetic fabric of the umbrella. Tap—tap—tap.

			I made up our best room for you, she said, pushing open its door. It hadn’t been locked.

			The room felt light, despite the falling dusk. The bed reminded me of a sleigh, and in the corner was a black-painted rocking chair. Nete went inside, switching on the lamps one by one. 

			Alright, well, I’ll leave you to yourself for a bit, she said.

			I unpacked my things onto the quilted bedspread. They didn’t amount to much. Clothes for a few days, toiletries; the novel my friend had written, which I’d been trying in vain to get through. The book’s main problem was that, as far as I could tell, it wasn’t really about anything. I looked at the author’s photo. I missed him. When I got back I’d invite him out for a beer, say something nice about the book, and afterwards he’d ask about my dad. People always asked about my dad. Maybe, for once, I’d have something to tell them.

			You should only go because you want to, my mother had said when she brought me dinner, the day before I set off. And set the bar low, so you’re not disappointed. Your dad has never needed anyone, and I can’t see why it would be any different just because he’s ill.

			I’m mostly doing it for her, I said, meaning Nete.

			My mother shrugged and began to warm up the pumpkin soup she’d brought over in two freezer bags.

			Since my dad, men had featured very little in her life. I remembered mornings when there would be strange shoes in the hall. I knew I’d shaken hands with a Per, a Johannes, a Baart, and given them all a smile. They were never allowed to stick around for very long, and if she grieved them, she never showed it.

			I set my toiletry bag on the shelf above the sink and put my clothes in the pine chest of drawers, where they barely covered the bottom of one drawer. Through the window I could see across into the house on the other side of the street. The ceiling light came on in one of the bedrooms, only to be switched off again moments later. Below me, Nete was moving back and forth as she talked on the phone. Her voice was calm and routine, downright cheerful.

			At eight o’clock I put on an extra jumper and went downstairs. The steps led down to a living room that looked as if it hadn’t been used for some time. There was dust on the television screen, and the open fireplace was bare of ash. In the corner of one sofa was a teddy bear in the Yellow Jersey. 

			We’re eating in here, Nete called from the adjoining room. She had laid two places at the end of a long table, which was big enough for maybe ten times that. There was the smell of lamb.

			Did you manage to get some rest?

			I nodded, watching as she tossed the green leaves in the dressing. We ate without much conversation. Did I like the food? she asked. Did I want more wine? As soon as we were finished, she cleared the plates and returned with a pot of tea and two cups.

			I don’t remember what it’s called in Danish. It’s good for the digestion, I grow it in our kitchen garden. The herbs sank slowly through the water, settling into a dark heap at the bottom of the cup.

			I was thinking you could see the house before we go to Limoux. It looks better in the daylight. There’s not much to see in the garden until spring, but never mind. We used to live two minutes away from the hotel. It was convenient, but there was always something we were just nipping over to do. We never had any time off.

			I sipped the tea. The wet leaves touched my upper lip. I didn’t know what to say next. My mind drifted off from the scene, through it and down somewhere below. Nete closed her eyes and smiled.

			I’m not normally like this, she said, it’s been—

			Of course, I said. She didn’t need to say anything else. It would be better not to.

			Nete straightened in her chair, as if she too were bracing herself.

			I’m glad you’ve come.

			Half an hour later I heard the front door slam and the engine start, and then quiet. I did my best not to think about the rest of the hotel, all those empty rooms and the cold fireplace. There was nothing but the reassuring weight of the wool blanket over the duvet, nothing but the street lamp through the curtain.

			

			Breakfast, said Nete, handing me a green apple and a croissant in a paper bag. She’d put lipstick on and done her hair up with a silver clip. Her clothes, too, seemed less workaday, more elegant, than I’d seen yesterday. A woman stopped to say hello to her, and when Nete didn’t introduce me, I fished out the croissant and took a bite. The air was cold but the sun was shining. Little chalk-white clouds raced across the sky.

			Jump in, she said when we finally got to the car, opening the door for me. 

			It was a workaday car with a tall boot filled to the top with empty fruit crates. In the footwell, by my left foot, lay a lead with a carabiner clip at one end.

			Do you have a dog? I asked, picking up the lead.

			A German shepherd mix, Arlequine. We’re taking her to see your dad as well.

			I’d never heard him talk about animals. Never, when I thought about it, even seen him near one. I ate the rest of my croissant and brushed off my fingers into the bag. We stole through the narrow streets, then turned right onto the main road that led around the village. For a few moments, the view of the Pyrenees was wholly unbroken. It was different seeing them like this, rather than in rain and twilight: the valleys were green and brown, the summits tipped with snow, flashing in the sun. Far below us, the river Aude reflected the sky. I nearly asked her to stop the car. 

			We turned here and there as we ascended the mountain, until we came to a stop outside my father’s house. It stood on a steep slope, at the brow of the hill, half-concealed behind a string of low trees.

			Cherry trees, Nete said, as we went past them, And plum trees over there. It was a stone two-storey house. The windows were square and few, their shutters open. In a flower bed under the living room windows lay a huddle of slimy black stalks. If you stood on tip-toe you could just see the river below, among the tremendous masses of rock.

			You should have come in the spring, Nete said, looking despairingly at the varying stages of depletion around us. 

			I followed her through the doorway. A ringing bark and the sound of nails on tile, and then the dog was on us. Arlequine bounded up, skidded and spun in little circles, repeatedly thudding its strong tail against the doorframe. Nete knelt down and took its head firmly in her hands until it calmed down and trailed after us into the living room.

			When I first met your dad, he was having this place renovated, she said, throwing her bag onto the table. When he told me what he had planned for it, I said he ought to tear it down and build something new. But he’d fallen in love with the house as it was, and he didn’t listen to me, thank goodness.

			All the surfaces were given over to vases and candlesticks, stones from the river bed and coloured glass fruit. In the corner, to the right of an open fireplace, was the dog basket and two metal bowls.

			The kitchen is tiny, Nete said, disappearing behind a beaded curtain, Although most of the year we eat outside. 

			There was just enough room for a folding table and two mismatched chairs. A row of plates hung on the wall. I tried to picture my father at the table, though without success—he remained standing, upright and alert in his white coat.

			Halfway through the tour, Arlequine lost interest and loped out into the garden. Nete led us up to the first floor, opening the doors in turn: sewing room, bedroom, bathroom, guest room. Finally, she took me down the corridor towards my father’s study.

			It was the nicest room in the house. Two windows overlooked the garden, and from the desk you could see out across the valley and the river, the grey twisting road appearing and disappearing. For the first time, I recognised my dad in these surroundings, but even here his impersonal orderliness was softened by unexpected details: the lemon tree in a pot on the windowsill, the shells on the bookcase, the rhombus-patterned kilim rug. I stopped in the doorway as Nete pushed open one of the stubborn windows. 

			It gets stuffy in here without a breeze, she said, putting more of her weight into it. The frame leapt open with a crunch, letting in a cold gust of wind that ruffled the leaves on the little tree.

			Is he still working?

			I looked at his desk. There was a desktop computer and a newish printer. A few journals and opened envelopes in a plastic folder.

			He keeps abreast of things, she said, Reads articles and writes a bit, sometimes. Until a few years ago he was still going to all the big conferences. She tilted a ring binder partway off the shelf and slotted it back into place again.

			I don’t get involved, she said. 

			I sat all the way to Limoux with the dog’s impatient body lying between my legs. It was a journey of less than forty kilometres, but because of the mountains and the narrow roads it took us over an hour, and by the time we entered the city, the sky had clouded over. Nete parked and attached the clip to a ring on Arlequine’s collar. The dog’s fur twitched and quivered.

			It’s over there, she said, pointing at some sandstone buildings on the other side of the river. It looked more like a museum or a town hall than a hospital. We crossed a bridge and made our way across the square outside a Gothic church, its tower rising spare and greyish black against the white sky. Arlequine wasn’t used to walking on a lead, she squealed and pulled, and Nete was constantly having to yank her back to heel.

			Is she allowed inside? I asked. She’d been barking for ages at another dog across the street.

			Not inside the hospital, no. But she’s allowed into the rehab centre. It’s supposed to make it more homely.

			I hadn’t seen my dad for more than six months, and suddenly I didn’t want to see him ever again. The thought of him wearing one of those awful cotton gowns disturbed me. I had no sense, really, of how bad things were. 

			Nete, I said.

			She smiled encouragingly.

			We’re nearly there. It’s those buildings. She pointed to a low annex built probably sometime in the seventies. 

			Does he know I’m coming?

			She nodded.

			I spoke to him last night. I didn’t want to say anything until you’d actually got off the bus, Helena. I couldn’t be sure, you know. It’s been so many years.

			No, of course, I said.

			He was wearing his own clothes. In fact, he didn’t look much different from when I’d seen him at the restaurant last year. Thinner, maybe? Though something had happened, because he didn’t get out of the wheelchair where he sat, and when I bent down to give him a hug, his right arm stayed limply at his side like a false limb, the hand resting at an awkward angle on a cushion in his lap.

			Hello, love, said Nete, kissing him on the forehead, and for a while we all watched Arlequine as she danced around him, licking his good hand and allowing herself to be scratched between the ears.

			There was a knock, and a young man entered with tea and a pitcher of juice. Nete greeted him with real warmth. The two of them exchanged a few words, apparently about my dad, whose full attention was still on the dog.

			Do you want some tea? I said, lifting the jug. 

			He didn’t react.

			Would you like a cup of tea, Dad?

			At the last word he gave a start, and for the first time he looked directly at me. 

			Yes please, he mumbled.

			I poured tea for the three of us, but I wasn’t sure if I should bring the cup to him or wheel him to it. Thankfully Nete had finished her conversation, and in one undaunted motion she pushed the wheelchair so far towards the table that she bumped his gaunt belly up against it.

			Well, that’s a bit of good news, she said, sitting down next to him. Michel says you’ll be ready to come home soon.

			I think they’ve been saying that for a while, he said.

			Nete beamed at me.

			He really is making great strides. Michel said you’ll have a, whatsit, a rollator to take home with you, so you can get back on your feet. He says you’ve already started practising with it?

			Michel says, said my dad. Nete ignored him.

			Well, at any rate, it’ll be nice to have you home again, she said, giving the back of his neck a squeeze. She seemed used to his moodiness, or at least determined not to let it sour the good
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