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Kevin, a 24-year-old Cameroonian, is a "brouteur"—a scammer who preys on women on dating sites. His target: 43-year-old Marianne, a vulnerable Parisian photographer. Their virtual conversations soon turn sincere. Kevin invites her to Douala, where she is won over by his family and his genuine nature. Back in Paris, her suspicious children hire a detective who uncovers Kevin's past as a con artist. Devastated, Marianne rejects him.

Driven by love, Kevin embarks on a perilous clandestine journey to France, braving the desert, Libyan prisons, and the Mediterranean Sea. He finds Marianne for a brutal confrontation where the truth finally comes out. Against all odds, their love, forged through adversity, endures. They choose to build a life together, celebrating their union with a traditional ceremony in Douala, reconciling their two worlds.
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Chapter 1: The Algorithms of Chance
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The monsoon rain had subsided, leaving behind a heavy, humid heat that clung to the skin like soaked clothes. In his cramped room in Melen, a vibrant, chaotic Yaoundé neighborhood brimming with colors, sounds, and smells, Kevin Essomba listened to the persistent splashing of water dripping from the zinc roof into a cracked plastic bucket. The room was tiny: a single bed, a wobbly table on which sat a state-of-the-art laptop, bought secondhand and carefully refurbished, and a makeshift shelf laden with dog-eared paperbacks—novels by Balzac, Mongo Beti, and self-help and marketing strategy guides. The contradiction between his work tool and his living conditions was striking, and deliberate. The computer was his window to another world, his virtual passport. The rest was his rough, real-life anchor.

It was pitch black outside. Through the open window—glassless, protected by a torn mosquito net—the sound of laughter from a football match at a nearby maquis, the deep notes of a coupé-décalé song, and the constant hum of moto-taxis reached him. Kevin’s fingers flew over his keyboard with hypnotic speed. His gaze, usually sparkling with mocking intelligence, was glued to the screen, scanning a gallery of female faces on a dating site called "Hearts Without Borders." His focus was that of a deep-sea fisherman: patient and merciless.

His username was KevWestAfrica. His profile picture showed him smiling, wearing a smart polo shirt, in front of a modern facade that could have been anywhere—in reality, it was the entrance to a hotel in Abuja, taken during a rare trip. His bio was a masterpiece of artistic vagueness: "Young tech entrepreneur, based between Abuja and Douala. Passionate about art, travel, and authentic connections. I believe the most beautiful stories begin with a simple 'hello.'"

He wasn’t looking for love. He was looking for prey. This was his profession, his business. He was what is known as a romance scammer, a "brouteur" in local slang. His hunting ground was the loneliness of Western women in their forties and beyond, often divorced, seeking a final spark, proof that they could still be desired. He had mastered all the techniques: feigned empathy, digital romance, the patient building of trust, the fabricated family drama (a sick sibling, an investment that was slow to bear fruit) that always preceded the request for money. It was a game, a performance. And he was excellent at it.

But that night, something was off. A dull weariness had taken hold of him. The narrative he was peddling—that of Kev, the ambitious but sensitive entrepreneur—was starting to make him sick. Maybe it was the stifling heat, maybe the disapproving look from his mother, who suspected without wanting to know, or maybe it was simply the monotony of the lie.

That’s when his gaze was drawn to a profile. Marianne434. Paris, France. 43 years old. Photographer. The photo showed her in three-quarter profile, smiling slightly, her eyes looking up at the camera as if to defy an underlying melancholy. She didn’t have the flirty cleavage or the calculated pose of some. She had a genuine face, smartly made up, with laugh lines around her eyes that spoke of a life rich in emotions. Her light brown hair was pulled back in a messy bun, exposing the nape of her neck. But it was the background that intrigued Kevin. She was standing on a terrace, and in the background, the familiar railings of the Jardin du Luxembourg and the dome of the Panthéon were visible. A place he only knew from movies and books.

Without thinking, almost against his will, he clicked on the profile. Her travel photos showed details: a spice market in Morocco, a cobblestone street in Lisbon, a striking portrait of a wrinkled old woman in Brittany. She had an eye for it. Truly. In her bio, she had written: "After a long voyage, I am looking to drop anchor in a calm harbor. I love the light of dawn, novels that smell of old paper, and black coffee. If you can hear the silence between the notes, perhaps we can compose a melody together."

It was too poetic, too vulnerable. The kind of profile his "colleagues" would have avoided, too complicated, not desperate enough. But Kevin felt an unusual curiosity wash over him. He didn’t want to sell her a dream. He wanted to understand the woman behind that sad smile.

He took a deep breath and started typing. He ignored the usual script—the generic "You're beautiful." He focused on the photo of the Luxembourg Gardens.

KevWestAfrica: Good evening, Marianne. I stumbled upon your profile almost by chance, and I must admit that your photograph stopped me in my tracks. The one in the Jardin du Luxembourg. The light on the railings at that time of day... it looks like liquid gold. It's just after closing, isn't it? When the last rays of the sun caress the stone before fading away. It's a moment that few people know how to capture. You have a very special eye.

He sent the message and leaned back in his chair, wondering why he had wasted so much prose on a first approach. It was inefficient.

In Paris, it was a little after 9 PM. Marianne Leroy was sitting at her kitchen table, a half-empty glass of white wine beside her laptop. Her apartment in the 14th arrondissement was silent, a silence that, after years of children’s laughter and noise, sometimes felt like a lead blanket. Her three children, Théo, Lætitia, and Julien, had flown the nest. The divorce from Pierre, five years ago, had been a long and painful formality. She was rebuilding herself, piece by piece, through her lens.

She was scrolling through the dating site without much conviction, a bit out of boredom, a bit because her friends insisted. "You have to get back in the saddle, Marianne!" The "saddle" in question seemed to be populated by men her age, cynical, jaded, or desperately clinging to their lost youth. She was about to close the tab when a notification appeared.

A message. From KevWestAfrica. 24 years old. "Too young," she thought immediately, annoyed. She was going to ignore it, but the message preview caught her attention. "...the light on the railings... liquid gold..."

Intrigued, she opened it. She read the message once, then a second time. A strange shiver ran through her. No one, absolutely no one, had ever commented on that photo from this angle. It wasn’t a compliment on her outfit or her smile. It was a compliment on her art, on her perspective. And he had guessed the exact time, that fleeting moment she cherished. She looked at his profile. He was handsome, with a youthful, smooth beauty that intimidated her a little. "Tech entrepreneur." It smelled like a fake profile from a mile away. And yet... the message was so specific, so right.

She hesitated for a long time, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. Prudence told her to move on. Curiosity, and a hint of flattery, were stronger.

Marianne434: Good evening. Thank you for your message, very... observant. It's indeed one of my favorite moments. The "golden hour" for lonely people, I call it. No one pays attention to these details. How do you know that? Do you know Paris?

In his room in Melen, Kevin smiled. She had taken the bait. But the hook, suddenly, felt different.

KevWestAfrica: I went to Paris once, as a teenager, with my high school. It was a cultural trip. We had an hour of free time and I sat on one of those green benches, right in front of those railings. I remember watching the sun play with the metal and stone, and thinking of all the people who had put their hands on those bars before me. It was a moment of... peace. Your photo brought that memory back. I guess that's the power of good photography: it's a time machine for those who really look.

He skillfully mixed truth and fiction. The school trip had indeed happened, but in Douala, not Paris. The feeling of peace, however, was authentic; he had felt it in front of a mural in his neighborhood. He adapted, transposed. It was his talent.

Marianne434: A time machine... I really like that image. It's very true. And what is a young tech entrepreneur doing on a site like this, so far from home? Are you looking for a Cameroonian soulmate in exile?
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