
Claire Polders

Salto Mortale
Original title: Salto mortale

NOVEL

Third novel from the young cosmopolitan 
author with echoes of Connie Palmen

Many-layered novel about the curse of 
family guilt and reclaiming freedom.

© Joyce van Belkom

World Rights for translation
Publishing House De Geus
Contact: Esther Bruls

P.O. Box 1878 
 4801 BW Breda

   The Netherlands
Phone: (31) 76 522 8151
Fax:  (31) 76 522 2599
Email:   e.bruls@degeus.nl



Salto mortale Claire Polders

About the author

Claire Polders studied Literature and Philosophy at the University of Tilburg and the 
Sorbonne in Paris. Her first novel ‘The Infallible’ (De onfeilbare) was published in 2005, 
followed by ‘The Disappearance of Eva Zomers’ (De verdwijning van Eva Zomers) in 2006.
She contributes articles and short stories for a variety of magazines and publications. 
`Salto Mortale’ (Salto mortale) is her third novel. Polders lives and works in Paris.

The author:
`My biography? A list of facts says very little. I was born and went to school, who didn’t? I 
worked, studied and travelled. That doesn’t make me unique in any way. Love and 
friendships truly colour a life, but they are never revealed in a one-page resume. My personal 
experiences find their way into the words I write, but what is fiction and what is not stays 
undefined, while the stories that I invent are just as much a part of my life as the events I 
experience. For me, the best possible biography at any moment are my novels.’

www.claire-polders.nl

About the book

Five women. Five strangers. Five leaps into the unknown. 

Salto mortale/ n. / (Italian) Death jump: an acrobat’s daring mid-air leap from one trapeze to 
another.

On a sizzling day in august five women arrive at a deserted medieval castle looking forward 
to a stimulating summer of renovation: a stage actress, a teenager, a dominant entrepreneur, 
an undercover journalist and a middle-aged maiden. When the instructor fails to appear they 
are caught in a dilemma: wait around or move on? It's the castle with its abundance of 
mirrors, whispering rooms and idyllic aura of neglect, that lures them to stay.
Soon after, mysterious messages appear on the walls, ceilings, windows and floors; ‘Paint me, 
break me, open me, tear me away…’ As they follow the instructions they enter into a 
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psychological labyrinth. The castle seems to share an intimate knowledge of their blacked out 
secrets.
Furthermore, the enchanted castle is haunted by a past that infiltrates them all. Each character 
must escape the curse of family guilt and reclaim their freedom with one giant leap into the 
unknown. It is time for a salto mortale.
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The press about `The Infallible’:

``The Infallible’ is an admirable achievement. Claire Polders’ first novel is an intriguing, 
serious and ambitious work… everything a great debut is supposed to be!’ – Leidsch & 
Haarlems Dagblad

``The Infallible’ captures the heart and mind! A stirring story with a philosophical edge. A 
very strong debut. I would be astonished if Claire Polders disappears into oblivion.’ – Metro

`Her fashionable début is a story for all times.’ – GPD-newspapers

`Once I picked up `The Infallible’ I couldn’t put it down. I read it in one breath. Why was it 
so enthralling? Two incredible main characters-both mysterious, yet with a strange 
familiarity.’ – Henk Pröpper, director of the Foundation for the Production and Translation of 
Dutch Literature

``The Infallible’ is an extraordinary novel. It’s captivating style and fast moving plot are well 
constructed.’ – 8weekly.nl 

`Polders’ style is fluid and light; no long drawn sentences, no far-fetched metaphors, but a 
direct language where images clearly take shape. At the hand of Polders, this story cannot be 
told enough!’ – Folia

`Polders knows how to kidnap the reader’s attention!’ – NBD/Biblion

``The Infallible’ is surely no ordinary novel. It’s philosophical maze possesses a depth which 
makes it stunning. I recommend this book to everyone.’ – boekboek.nl 
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``The Infallible’ is an intelligent novel about morphing identities and people who are not what 
they think or pretend to be.’ – SP!TS

The press about `The Disappearance of Eva Zomers’:

`She clearly shows that she has storytelling abilities which she combines in an – for the young 
generation of Dutch writers – exceptional way with philosophical wisdom and a talent for 
depicting characters. So go and read this!’ – ELLE

`A mysterious and beautifully constructed coming-of-age novel about writing, friendship, 
imagination & reality.’ – Brabants Dagblad

`She wrote a novel that keeps me thinking.’ – De Groene Amsterdamme

`Fascinating content […] a beautiful story […] a worthwhile read.’ – BLVD

`This second novel is as ambitious as her first. [...] A well constructed complicated plot with 
different perspectives, times and places. The story remains easy to follow due to Polders’ 
flowing style and it’s full of tension, quests and riddles. Love, inspiration and the power of 
imagination are the important themes in this captivating novel.’ – NBD|Biblion

`Claire Polders has obviously paid a lot of attention to the structure of her novel which is 
ingeniously plotted. [..] This writer knows how to draw your attention and how to keep you 
interested. She is erudite, knows her history and contemplates about Art in all its facets. […] 
It’s a pleasure to read the work of a writer who loves to put her readers under a spell.’ –
www.vrijzinnighumanisme.be

`Once again an ambitious novel, once again the urge to ask philosophical questions and once 
again she is not embarrassed to show she has knowledge of Camus and other existentialists.’ 
– Leidsch Dagblad

`Polders has planned her idea thoroughly: she quotes from the work of a fictitious author, 
designs a website to suggest the author’s real existence and refers to the fake writers literary 
production in the bibliography in the back of the book. No coincidence, because the 
imagination is one of the novel’s main themes.’ – de Volkskrant
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Fragment from the book

Still holding her cup of coffee, Simone leaves the breakfast table to escape the chattering of 
the others. The day began misbehaving early. First there was the sinister dream with the 
woman in black, her vacant stare judging Simone for something she hadn’t done. No matter 
what she tried, the woman failed to wake from her trance. Then came the row between Anaïs 
and Zoë muted behind walls, but fierce enough to shatter her already injured state. And just 
now there was Colette’s sneer at Zoë’s wish to see every continent before she was thirty: 
‘When I was your age, I could also do as I pleased.’ The chances of Simone’s mood 
recovering today had vanished.

In the kitchen, Simone drinks her coffee and rinses the mug under the tap. It makes 
her sick, maturity as an alibi. People like Colette always use the same reasoning; every choice 
you make reduces your field of possibilities. A partner, a child, a job and a mortgage bring 
moral and financial constraints that must be taken into account. And a twenty-year-old girl 
could never imagine the life of a woman in her fifties, but the reverse, certainly.

She could have lectured Colette on categorical freedom and its responsibilities, but a 
lecture would never have met with the commandant’s approval. Being practical enough to 
avoid unnecessary scenes, Simone had swallowed her wisdom. To anyone else she would 
have said that freedom doesn’t mean leaving everything behind; it’s only an attitude, a 
willingness to redefine yourself again and again.

Simone walks out the front door and sits on the great stone steps of the castle, deep in 
thought. What good is our western prosperity if you can’t sell a house, resign from a job or 
leave your country? What good is free will if you allow yourself to be nailed down by 
background or situation? People are born with the freedom of imagination but die within their 
chosen cage of reality.

In her mind she quotes her father: ‘Those who deny being free look for an explanation 
to their imprisonment which is sustained by that very denial.’ Even her mother with her 
eccentric ideas about reincarnation and predestination accepts that simple truth and doesn’t 
deny freedom. For freedom also means objecting, being rebellious and choosing not to meet 
expectations. You can break your habits and jumble the predictable course of events just to 
prove there are no iron laws to restrict you.

Simone wanders toward the lake, hesitates and turns around. She heads to the shade at 
the back of the castle. There she concludes that fear must keep people from exploring new 
roads, the fear of coincidental choices. They claim to have lost their freedom to give their life 
the weight of necessity. It has nothing to do with age. Freedom is not a trophy awarded in 
your youth that must be returned later in life. Freedom is a non-recoupable advance on life 
itself.

With no concern for Colette’s schedule  – she is expected in one of the upper rooms in 
ten minutes – Simone takes her notebook and pen from her room and goes outside to sit with 
her back against the chestnut tree. The trunk has a natural curve exactly at the right height to 
form a comfortable support for her back and the moss between the roots feels like a layer of 
down.

The first phrases to come are stiff, but as soon as she forgets her surroundings, her 
thoughts flow onto the paper.

‘Day 6. E, continued. Her poor self-confidence is revealed in the careful way she 
speaks. When she notices someone disagreeing with her, she amends her words, until it is 
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impossible to know what she is thinking. She confided that she could use the therapy of 
renovating an old castle, but no one dared to ask what trauma was in need of repair. Or no one 
cared, which is probably closer to the truth. In contrast with E, Z is not trying to be liked. She 
seems to look down at all of us, especially A and C, but she doesn’t think much of herself 
either. (I recognize myself in Zoë!) She fights her tendency to become who others want her to 
be. She is very observant. But her obliged answers and dutiful smiles prove that she is still 
trying to fit in. An armoured appeal for recognition?’

‘What are you writing?’ 
Simone claps her notebook shut. Zoë is standing behind her.
‘I saw my name. What are you writing about me?’
‘Nothing specific, just about everybody… the holiday.’
‘Can you show me?’
‘No. This is my diary. I don’t show it to anyone.’
‘Why do you write if nobody reads it?’
‘To understand. And to…When I make something into a story, it becomes part of my 

life. When I leave something out, it means I want to forget about it. I suppose writing is a way 
for me to… sculpt my life, or at least my past.’

Zoë nods and turns away.
Simone sighs in relief. She never knew she could lie so well.
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