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    What people have said about Camille:


     “Psychological thriller/chick-lit for women of all ages.”

  


  
    
      
        - Hendes Verden (Danish women’s weekly magazine), December 2009

      

    

  


  
     


    “Compact little story about a young woman confronted by her past… Camille is a delightful character and we sympathize with her – and perhaps especially with Sébastien, of whom Louise Lundberg Claesen paints a very authentic portrait.”

  


  
    
      
        - Jyllandsposten (Danish daily newspaper), June 19, 2010

      

    

  


  
     


    “Louise Lundberg Claesen writes in a concise, poetic language that combines sensory perceptions with factual observations …  She has spent time in Paris, and her knowledge of the city is strongly felt in the novel … The language is quiet and effective. The ripples in the plot are minor on the surface but run deep in the lives of the characters. A well-written novel about a difficult life and problematic love.”

  


  
    
      
        - Sanne Craft, reviewer, DBC (Danish Library Center), November 2009

      

    

  


  
    

  


  
    Chapter 1



     You can watch her from a distance. Or go in closer. It is Camille. She is sitting at a little table. The table is outdoors, she is at a café. And Camille is bent over slightly; she is reading a book lying open in front of her. And she is very quiet; there is a kind of serenity to Camille’s loneliness.


    Camille has dark hair, shiny. And she is pale, skin so white it is almost translucent, with a hint of pink here and there. And then there is her mouth. Her mouth is soft and round under her shapely nose.


    Camille’s clothes are dark, almost black, hugging her body. A long black skirt, a dark blazer. And she is wearing white pearls and red lipstick. These are all that stand out from her darkness.


    Camille does not know that we are observing her, of course. She would think it impolite if she knew, perhaps even offensive. Camille would look up in irritation, she would give us a glare that told us to mind our own business. And of course, it is inappropriate to be observing someone, studying them. But Camille is special, that is what makes it so difficult not to look.


    She drinks from a white cup placed on the table in front of her. She rubs her neck as she continues to lean over her book. Now a man walks over to say hi to her, and Camille gives him a polite but curt greeting in return. Perhaps Camille wants to be left alone.


     


    Camille walks through a wrought iron gate into a park. It is the Jardin du Luxembourg. It is spring, and she is smiling because everything has become so bright. The budding leaves on the trees and bushes, the children laughing as they sail their boats and watch them capsize in the Grand Bassin, the old men out again playing boule.


    Camille strolls through the park, and she can feel her long, firm limbs under her clothes, she senses the sun shining on her dark hair. There can be no denying it, Camille is lonely, but it is not necessarily by choice.


    She leaves the park and walks down Rue de Fleurus. That is where she lives, in an apartment comprising a living room, a bedroom and a kitchen with two hotplates and a tiny shower. “It’s a good thing you’re slender.” That is what Vincent used to say. “If you weren’t so slim and sexy, you wouldn’t be able to take a shower.”


    There is also a cat. Camille has a cat that is not quite a year old. She has the run of the entire apartment, but most of the time she lies on Camille’s bed in a circle of fur. Camille sits down next to her. And whispers to her. She pets her back.


     


    It is evening, and Camille is reading. She reads about very different things. Law and art history. And Camille also reads Le Monde and Vogue.


    She drinks coffee from a white bowl with yellow roses, and she reads and reads. Camille reads so much that her body sometimes begins to demand attention. And it gets it. Camille gives in to her body for a time, but then she has to read on, and she has to think. Camille is contemplative and Camille is passionate. She is very beautiful, that is obvious to anyone with eyes. And she does not know what to do with it, with all her beauty.


    It is all just decay, that is what she sometimes says to herself. Like her grandmother, like all kinds of other women she has seen pictures of from their youth. They were very beautiful once, may still be beautiful. But not in the same glamorous movie star way. They have lost the fresh and sensually enchanting grace they once had.


    It is just past midnight, and Camille is undressing. She can hear cars on the street below, a few cars driving in the darkness. And she removes her make-up with thick balls of cotton and likes the feel of her bare face.


     


    There is a light drizzle and the air smells wonderful. She loves the smell of rain on warm asphalt. It, too, is a herald of spring.


    Claude is relaxed today. He is not stressed and irritable as he sometimes is, he takes his time with Camille. “The others have already left,” he says. “You can take the Métro, or you can borrow my car. It’s up to you.” But Camille prefers the Métro. She does not like driving; in fact she does not like cars at all. “That’s kind of you,” she answers, “but the Métro will probably be fastest.”


     


    Château de Vincennes, that is where the photo shoot is set. Simon is there. And Natalie and the photographer Marie-Thérèse. Now they just need the model, who is late, no one knows why. They try calling her cell. Camille says she will probably show up soon.


    Simon is standing away from the others smoking a cigarette. It is a beautiful day. Bright, light. Camille can almost feel it in her bones.


    Then the model arrives. She steps out of a cab, she is from the States. Oh no, she is drunk, thinks Camille. Another drunk model. Claude usually says it’s not a problem. The models are better when they are drunk, more uninhibited, more complaisant. But Camille does not like to see people in that state.


    The model gives them her hand. “Linda,” she says. “I’m Linda.” And Camille smiles and tells her that she is the make-up artist. “I will be doing your make-up. Afterwards, Natalie will help you with the clothes.”


    They climb into the modeling agency’s red van. There is a mirror with stools in front of it, and clothes hanging on a rack along one side.


    “Have you just arrived in Paris?” asks Camille. “Where will you be staying while you’re here?” But the model, Linda, does not answer. As though she does not hear Camille’s questions, as though she does not understand them. Camille takes a deep breath and a sip of water from a little plastic bottle. “Okay, let’s get you made up,” she says.


     


    Camille is eating at a restaurant, alone. She can afford to at the moment.


    “Where is your husband,” asks the waiter.


    “I locked him up,” answers Camille. “And then I threw away the key, he doesn’t have a chance.”


    The waiter laughs. He is alone too. He knows it is a stupid question.


    Camille has eggplant, tomatoes and shrimp. Camille drinks a glass of wine. And she runs her hands over her silky-smooth nylon stockings down to her shoes, which she carefully takes off.


     


    Today she does not feel like going to work. In fact she never feels like it. She had actually hoped to become an artist. Or a lawyer. She has always wanted to work with something meaningful. After high school, she even went to the School of Fine Arts for two years, but then she gave up. She never really believed enough in herself, and also she needed money. She thought that if she took a part-time job, she could study law on the side. The prospects were better.


    First she worked as a make-up artist at a theater, but now she works freelance for Claude’s modeling agency, putting make-up on poor, thin, drunk models, over and over again, and Camille wishes she could change that reality.


    The cat is satisfied, luckily. She rubs up against Camille’s legs when she stands naked in the kitchen, steaming and pink after her shower. She lies in the middle of the bed, purring, while Camille dresses. And Camille changes her water and pours cat food in her bowl. It is the same every day before she leaves.


     


    There are no models today and there is no Claude.


    “What’s going on?” asks Camille. But Simon does not know. Simon just stands there staring, and cannot think about anything but his new girlfriend. They are talking about having a baby.


    “Are we just supposed to sit here and wait?” asks Camille as she looks down at her legs.


    It does not matter. Camille walks out into the streets of Le Marais. She looks indifferently at the exclusive clothes in the shops, she feels a little dizzy. Like she does not know where to look, like she cannot find a solution on this mild day in Paris.


    And Camille goes home and cleans her apartment. Camille cleans house several times a week. She dusts everything off and washes the floors and polishes the windows and mirrors. She scrubs the kitchen sink and the toilet bowl and removes microscopic drips of candle wax. Finally she sits down with tense shoulders and red hands and admires the clean, fresh-smelling surfaces. And Camille thinks back, she recalls what the old lady next door who is now dead used to say: “You like to clean house, that’s because you are surrounded by delicate spirits. They require cleanliness.”


    Camille thought the lady’s words were curious, eccentric, but who knew, maybe she was right. Maybe Camille not only cleans for herself, but also for the delicate spirits.


     


    Camille puts on a red dress, it is Sunday. She drapes the pearls around her neck and packs a bag.


    It is hot on the train. The spring sun is shining relentlessly through the open and shut windows of the train. A man and two boys are sitting across from Camille. They stare at her constantly.


    The train makes many stops, Camille is getting off in Orléans. Her mother, Béatrice, is waiting for her on the platform. She is wearing a brown coat, and she raises her hand and waves when she sees Camille. “Hello, dear,” she says. “The train was on time today.” Camille kisses her mother on the cheeks, she breathes in her familiar smell.


    Camille’s mother has made lunch. “Maybe it will be warm enough to sit in the garden,” she says. “If we wrap ourselves up in blankets.”


    And they sit in the sunny garden, Camille and Béatrice. Béatrice is also beautiful, but lighter than Camille. All of Camille’s darkness and shininess come from her father, the man. From the man they would prefer to forget. And Béatrice has made vegetable quiche and salad, and she is happy to see her daughter again.


    “Shall we go on a walk?” asks Béatrice. Camille nods. “Sure, we can do that,” she answers. “I’ve been feeling so exhausted these days, but a little exercise will probably help.”


    Béatrice strokes Camille’s cheek, for a moment her face darkens. “Yes,” she answers. “It’s good for you to come out here to the countryside and get some fresh air.”


    They walk along a narrow path between the fields. Light green sprouts are peeking out from the heavy, moist earth, and everything is quiet.


    “Do you remember Monsieur Richert?” asks Béatrice. “Do you remember how you and Daniel used to play in his hayloft?” And Camille remembers very well, she gives a little nod. “The farm has been shut down. Or rather, some rich people have bought the place and want to turn it into some sort of retreat. With a swimming pool and sauna, and that sort of thing.”


    “It is peaceful here,” says Camille, suddenly sounding irritated. “And just an hour’s drive from Paris. So I can see why they would seize the opportunity.”


    “Of course, Camille,” responds Béatrice. “It’s just all the changes, you know. I always hate change.”


     


    “How’s life in Paris?” asks Béatrice. And Camille answers with a sigh: “It seems like one day just flows into the next. But I expect to be finished with my degree this summer, in law. I’m still planning on being a lawyer.”


    “That’s good,” answers Béatrice. “It’s better than all that make-up. But, of course, as long as you’re happy, dear.”


    Camille’s face is silent and dismissive, she nibbles at her fruit cake and brushes some lint from her dress. Then she pulls herself together and asks in a quiet voice: “Won’t you tell me about the garden? I’d like to hear what you’ve planted before I have to leave.”


     


    Camille cleans the cut on her right hand. She caught it in a car door; Claude was in a hurry, stressed as usual. She carefully dabs the cut with iodine, it is ragged and yellow and seeping, and Camille is disgusted by how ugly it looks. Droplets of fresh blood form, and Camille becomes dizzy and has to sit down. She tries to cover it all up with a Band-Aid.


    “Camille is so beautiful,” Claude has said to the others on several occasions. “She is so delicate, a girl like that breaks easily.” But Camille is not broken, she just has a stinging, bleeding cut, a relatively deep gash which will take some time to heal.


    “Camille, Camille, let’s go,” yells Claude. “There are three models who need make-up. The shoot is at 10 o’clock. Come on Camille, hurry up.”


    Camille does not feel well as she applies foundation to the models’ skin. Foundation and powder and eye shadow and mascara. The models say nothing, that is the worst. They just sit there with their empty looks. Camille sighs and tries to be kind, does her best to remember the models’ names and where they are from. But it is like they come from nowhere, that is what’s so strange. And Camille applies blue, black, red to the silent girls.


     


    Camille is sitting at a sidewalk café again. It is warmer now. She is reading all kinds of books laid out in front of her, law books. Studying under the open sky even though she knows that she will get more done indoors. Ah, but it is spring. Camille stretches discreetly. Spring is vibrating throughout her body, drawing her out of doors. And all the other young women. Maybe they live more than she does. Camille gently bites her lip – she should also try to live.


     

  

Chapter 2
 His name is Sébastien. They met in Montmartre in a new and used bookshop. There was a sale, lots of good deals, but Camille was mostly interested in him. He seemed so calm, took his time assessing each book. When he found a book that interested him, he laid it aside resolutely. It was clear he knew what he wanted. He was a handsome man, relaxed, but well dressed. Camille felt a little embarrassed, she flipped through a book on wild animals in Canada she had picked up at random and tried to look disinterested. But then he smiled at her, and she felt herself blush. He asked if she would like to join him at a café.
That was where they kissed for the first time, at four o’clock in the afternoon, and the café was filled with light.
It all went so fast, it felt natural. And yet Camille was scared out of her wits. It was not until they had seen each other a few times, had coffee and gone on walks that she slowly began to feel more comfortable.
There is something about his eyes, she thought. The gentle expression on his face when he looks at her. Like he wants to treat her well. There is also something about the way he moves. Something about his strong, slender body that makes her want to lie down next to him, curl up to him, and find peace.
And Sébastien is lying in her bed asleep. One of his buttocks and one leg are bare. His whole back is bare. And his neck. Sébastien has dark, wavy hair that covers his neck a little.
Camille wakes up early, the sun is just rising. She is sitting on a stool in the kitchen, eating yoghurt from a cup, by the cat. The cat rubs against her legs hungrily.
 
They are walking along Boulevard Saint Marcel in the 13th arrondissement. That is where Sébastien lives. In a large old apartment he inherited from his mother. Sébastien’s hand disappears inside his coat pocket. He finds his key and inserts it in the lock with a precise movement.
The first time Camille saw his apartment she was overwhelmed. She is not used to such big apartments, and Sébastien had done more with the furnishings than she had expected. Some of the furniture is white and lightweight, some of it is heavy and in some sort of dark wood. Several of the rooms have silk wallpaper with discrete patterns, and a gold-framed mirror hangs in the hall.
Sébastien has a lot of books and LPs, but otherwise not very many things. “When my mother died, I gave all her clothes, jewelry and knick-knacks to my aunt,” he explained. “She will enjoy them more than me.” Instead, Sébastien hung up long curtains in dark blue and bordeaux. “Something has to happen in these rooms,” he said. “Otherwise it all gets so sad.”
It is late in the afternoon, and the sun is shining through the windows. Camille twists a lock of hair around her finger, she is sitting in Sébastien’s kitchen, trying to study for her exam, but she is having trouble concentrating. She sighs, pulls her legs up under her and begins reading the same page over again.
A deep, rich melody suddenly breaks the silence of the rooms, startling Camille. She gets up from the stool in the kitchen and follows the music into the living room. Sébastien is standing near the bookcase holding a clarinet in his hands, his eyes are closed, his body swaying as though lifting up the music.
Camille sits silently on the sofa and watches him. She did not know he played the clarinet. The sound is crisp, powerful, warm, and Camille finds it at once both disturbing and fascinating, she clasps her hands together in her lap.
 
They are going out into the spring evening for dinner. They have both showered and dressed for the occasion, and Camille has done herself up more than she usually does. She wants to look her best, and she hopes that Sébastien does not notice that she is nervous.
Sébastien’s pace is calm and relaxed, he rests his hand lightly on Camille’s back. He leads her down the stairs, step by step. And when they reach the front door Sébastien steps in front of Camille so he can hold the door for her. She smiles shyly. “Thank you,” she says.
Camille does not know the restaurant, she has never been there before, but she likes the place, the atmosphere. She likes the heavy, dark-red chairs. And Sébastien orders champagne as an aperitif, and Camille studies the menu with her fine dark eyes.
They make love over the food even though Camille does not want to. She has longed for him, and yet sometimes she does not want to want Sébastien. It is odd, she cannot explain it. Maybe it is fear. And Sébastien makes love to her. With his eyes. And later he makes love to her for real. And in a way she would just like to disappear, slip away completely, but Sébastien hangs on to her, and she still does not know what she wants.
Camille wakes up in Sébastien’s bed. She looks at him and pulls away a little. Then she climbs out of the bed and walks down the long hall to the kitchen to make coffee. It is quiet in the apartment. It is quiet in Paris. Camille walks back to the bedroom, taking little steps. She carefully places the filled coffee cups on the little table next to the bed. Then she kisses his back. Bit by bit, she kisses his naked back.
 
Oh. There are so many things she should have done, but hasn’t. Work, her law studies. It is because of Sébastien. Everything has stopped, and Camille feels stressed, burnt out, furious. This is not good enough, she thinks. I should do it much better, I should apply myself more. And the blood collects under Camille’s brow, and her eyes darken.
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