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1 MARSEILLE BREATHES
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The wind was blowing strongly in Marseille that morning, carrying with it the scent of salt and broken seaweed floating near the pier. Amadou Diagne emerged from the Vieux-Port metro station, clutching the handle of his motorcycle helmet between his fingers. It wasn't cold yet, but the air had that sharpness that heralded the arrival of autumn. The first long shadows slid over the cream-coloured buildings overlooking the harbour, while the sun filtered through the shipyard cranes and the fishing boats still half asleep.

He crossed the square without rushing, letting his eyes adjust to the light. This was the part of Marseille he loved most: the comings and goings of elderly people dragging their bags along the quay, fishermen mending their nets with big, slow hands, children racing around on skateboards, testing the patience of the adults. Everything there seemed to coexist in a lopsided and fragile balance, but surprisingly solid. A bit like him, he thought.

Amadou stopped in front of the restoration workshop where he had been working for three years: a small blue door nestled between a ceramics shop and an independent bookshop. Above the entrance, a bronze plaque bore the inscription Atelier Duret — Restauration d'Art Moderne. Every morning, even when he was tired, even when the routine weighed heavily on his shoulders, he felt a little proud when he read those words. He had got there thanks to his talent, his studies, and the stubbornness of his parents, who had sacrificed much more than he could ever fully understand.

He entered. The smell of solvents enveloped him like a familiar ritual. The studio was large and bright, with long light wood tables, adjustable lamps, and shelves full of frames and rolled-up canvases. His colleague and friend, Karim, was already at work, bent over a painting carefully laid on the padded surface of the table.

"You're late," Karim muttered without looking up.

"Ten minutes isn't late," replied Amadou, placing his helmet next to his locker.

"It is to me," replied the other. "Because it means ten more minutes of silence, and you know that silence and I are incompatible."

Amadou smiled. Karim was born in Casablanca, but had lived in France for longer than he could remember. He was bright, sharp, and spoke at a speed that often exceeded his own ability to think.

"I got coffee for both of us," Amadou said, pulling two cups out of the paper bag.

Karim finally looked up. "Then you're forgiven."

They sat down at their tables. In front of him, Amadou had a canvas from the 1960s, a brightly coloured abstract ruined by humidity. Working on such pieces was like entering the minds of the artists, following the path of their brushes, understanding the fury or tenderness with which they had decided on each stroke of colour. Every crack, every stain told a story, and he listened. Always.

He was talented, and he knew it. Not in a vain way, but with the quiet confidence of someone who recognises their place in the world. Or at least, that's how it appeared to others. Because inside, between what he showed and what he felt, there was a subtle detachment, like a forgotten veil in front of a window.

Perhaps it was because he had always felt torn between two identities. Born in France, educated as a Frenchman, but raised on the songs of Senegal, the recipes his mother prepared on lazy Sundays, the stories his father told about Dakar, the fish market, the dry and rainy seasons. Inside him, he carried the sound of Wolof, even though he only spoke it halfway. He was everything and nothing, as is often the case with the children of migrants: not African enough for some, not French enough for others. Yet completely both.

That morning, as he drew a precise line with his thin brush, his phone vibrated. It was a message from his mother.

Come over tonight if you can. I've made thiéboudienne. Your father asks if you've had enough sleep.

Amadou snorted softly, smiling. His mother had two passions in life: Senegalese-style fish and constantly checking how much sleep he was getting.

I'll come after dinner, he replied. Then he thought for a moment: Or maybe straight to dinner... let's see how things go at the studio today.

He put his phone back in his pocket. The day passed slowly, punctuated by the sound of brushes on frames, Karim noisily turning pages, and the footsteps of customers coming in to ask for quotes or browse the restored works on display.

In the middle of the morning, however, something unusual happened.

The door to the studio opened and a woman entered. She was not a regular customer, nor an elderly collector as was often the case, nor a tourist who had stumbled in by chance. No. This was a different kind of presence. One of those that changes the light in a room, even if only for a moment.

She wore a soft, elegant cream-coloured coat and her hair was tied back in an imperfect knot that allowed a few light strands to escape at the sides of her face. Her gaze was curious, alert but not haughty, as if she were looking for something she could not yet define.

Karim saw her first. He whispered without leaving his painting:

'Brother, this is for you.

Amadou turned towards her, and for a moment he had the feeling that the world had stopped. It was an absurd and sudden feeling, which had nothing to do with fate or romance, but rather with a form of recognition: as if something about her was familiar to him even though he had never seen her before.

"Good morning," said the woman, approaching the counter. "I'm looking for someone who can help me evaluate a painting that needs restoring.

Her voice was soft, but with an undertone of shyness.

"Of course," replied Amadou, standing up. "We can help you. What is it?"

She placed a hard folder on the counter. She opened it carefully, revealing a small canvas, a faded seascape.

Amadou bent down to examine it. "It's an oil on canvas from the early 1900s... beautiful. It seems to belong to the Marseilles Fauvist school."

"It belonged to my grandmother," explained the woman. "She kept it in the living room since I was a child. When she passed away, she left it to me. But it has deteriorated a lot over time."

Amadou listened to her, but part of him — the part that had nothing to do with his work — studied the way she held her hands, the way she moved her gaze between him and the canvas, as if she were trying to decide whether to trust him.

"We can do a detailed assessment," he said. "Shall I leave you our forms?"

"Yes, please."

As she filled out the form, Karim watched him with a mischievous smile. Amadou deliberately ignored his colleague's gaze, focusing on the woman in front of him.

"I didn't ask your name," Amadou said when she handed him the completed form.

She hesitated for a moment, as if the name carried particular weight.

"Clara Beaumont."

Beaumont. A surname that opened many doors in Marseille. Or closed them to certain people.

Amadou nodded naturally, without giving anything away.

"I'm Amadou Diagne."

For a second, just two seconds, Clara's eyes lit up with unexpected kindness. Not surprise, not embarrassment: kindness. It was rare.

— Pleased to meet you, Monsieur Diagne.

And it was at that moment — only at that moment — that Amadou truly felt it: the sensation that his life was about to change direction, like a boat forced to follow a current stronger than the course he had chosen.

When Clara left the studio, the silence she left behind seemed denser than the salty air coming in through the still-open door. Amadou stood still for a few seconds, with the strange feeling that he had missed an important detail, a fragment he should have recognised. Like a poorly restored painting, in which a stray brushstroke clashes with everything else.

Karim wasted no time.

"Well?" he asked, crossing his arms. "She made an impression on you, eh?"

"Shut up," Amadou muttered, arranging Clara's canvas with almost exaggerated care.

"Come on, brother, don't lie. I saw you looking at her like she was something precious."

"I'm working."

Karim approached, lowering his voice. "I'm not telling you to stop working. I'm telling you not to be blind."

Amadou stared at him for a moment, then sighed. It was useless to argue: Karim had an innate ability to read people as if they were transparent sheets of paper. And to talk too much.

"I don't even know who she is," Amadou replied.

"Oh, of course you know," said Karim, pointing to the form Clara had filled out. "Beaumont." One of the most high-society surnames in the city. The kind of people who buy paintings to decorate living rooms they don't live in. The kind of people who call us to repair the damage caused by time, and then complain about the cost.

"Not all of them," said Amadou, even though he knew Karim wasn't entirely wrong.

"Okay, not all of them. But many. And you?"

Amadou chose not to answer. It was too soon, too senseless. A woman walks in, leaves a painting, says a few kind words — and he finds himself thinking of her as if he knew her. It was stupid. Yet his brain wouldn't cooperate.

He went back to work, immersing himself in the details of the 1960s canvas in front of him. Whenever he concentrated like this, he managed to isolate himself from the world: the noise of cars, the wind banging against the windows, the voices of his colleagues, everything became distant. It was a form of meditation, he had always thought. A way to stay afloat amid the contradictions of his identity.

Time passed quickly. So quickly that he didn't notice that noon had arrived until Karim threw his jacket at him.

'Let's go and eat.

"I'm not hungry," replied Amadou, continuing to touch up the edge of a crack.

"You're always hungry at this time of day. Hurry up."

He literally pulled him out of his chair. Amadou protested, but Karim's stubbornness made it impossible to resist. They left the studio and walked towards Rue Sainte, where a small Tunisian diner awaited them every week with couscous, mechouia and freshly baked bread.

The place was cramped, filled with smells that mingled spices and memories, and the voice of the owner, Hamid, boomed as usual.

"My favourites!" he exclaimed when he saw them enter.

Amadou smiled and greeted him. That place was part of his routine, part of the Marseille he loved: the one that didn't judge where you came from or what your name was, but only whether you had an appetite.

They sat down at their usual table. Karim began talking about his latest romantic adventure — 'a Greek tragedy with less tragedy and more WhatsApp' — but Amadou wasn't really listening. His thoughts kept returning to that girl in the cream coat with the hesitant voice.

"You're zoning out," Karim suddenly remarked, staring at him. "You're not listening to a word I'm saying."

"I'm just thinking about work."

"Sure. And I'm the President of the Republic," Karim retorted. "It's her, isn't it?"

Amadou rubbed his face with one hand. "I don't even know why I'm thinking about her. It's absurd."

Karim smiled. 'It's not absurd. It's normal. She's your age, she's pretty, she speaks well, she looked at you as if she saw something she liked.

"She didn't look at me like that."

"Yes, she did."

Amadou stared at him. "Even if she did... she's not the kind of person I date."

"So what? Who cares?" said Karim, breaking off a piece of bread. "I'm not telling you to marry her. I'm saying you can allow yourself to be interested. You're not a monk."

Amadou laughed, shaking his head. "You're unbearable."

"Thanks."

They ate in silence for a few minutes, and it was precisely in that silence that Amadou noticed something: the part of himself that usually remained protected, cautious, always wary when it came to relationships... had not kicked in. Not with Clara. He hadn't felt the usual tension, that feeling of having to prepare to explain who he was, where he came from, why he spoke French so well, why his skin was dark 'but not too dark', why his name was Amadou and not Antoine.

Clara had not shown the slight surprise that many felt when they discovered her origins. She had not had that moment of embarrassed hesitation. She had been... natural. As if there was nothing unusual about her name. As if it were normal, as it is.

It was paradoxical that it was a girl from a middle-class family who had made him feel that simplicity.

After lunch, they returned to the workshop. The afternoon passed quietly, with no new customers or . At six o'clock, when the workshop closed, Karim left for an appointment, while Amadou stayed a few minutes longer to tidy up the tools. He liked to end the day in an orderly fashion, as if that gesture allowed him to organise his thoughts as well.

When he left, the sun had already set and the lights of the harbour were reflected in the water like flickering trajectories. He put on his helmet and started his motorbike, heading towards the neighbourhood where his parents lived.

The Diagne family home was located in a small ochre-coloured building, far from the city centre and close to a park where children played until late. As he climbed the stairs, his mother's voice reached him before he even opened the door.

'Amadou! Is that you?

"Yes, Mum."

The door swung open and Mame Awa appeared, wearing an apron and holding a large wooden spoon.

"Finally! Come here."

She pulled him in for a hug, as if she hadn't seen him in months. Amadou laughed, lifting her slightly off the ground.

"Mum, I came last week."

"Last week is too long ago," she said, running her hand over his cheek. "Have you lost weight?"

"No."

"Yes, you have."

A low, deep laugh came from the living room. His father, Samba, was sitting in his armchair, reading glasses on his nose and a newspaper open on his lap.

"Let the boy breathe," he said.

Mame Awa ignored the comment. "Come and eat. The fish is getting cold."

Amadou sat down at the table. The smell of thiéboudienne warmed his heart. His mother cooked like no one else — his French friends, who often came to visit him just for the food, had always told him so.

During dinner, they talked about work, about a cousin who had moved to Paris, about a wedding in Senegal that his mother desperately wanted to attend. But at some point, inevitably, the question came up.

"Is anyone there?" asked Mame Awa, feigning indifference.

Amadou coughed lightly. "What?"

"A girl. In your heart."

Samba snorted. "Let him tell you, woman."

"I didn't say he has to tell me everything," she replied. "But he has to tell me something. He hasn't introduced anyone to us in three years."

"Because I have no one to introduce."

His mother narrowed her eyes. "And today? Did something happen at the studio?"

Amadou remained motionless for a moment too long.

Mame Awa's eyes widened. "Ah! So there is someone!

"There's nothing," protested Amadou, raising a hand to his forehead. " " "She was just a customer."

"What's her name?"

Amadou knew he had no way out. "Clara."

His mother narrowed her eyes like a detective. "Clara. That's a pretty name."

"Yes."

"Is she pretty?"

— That's not important.

"So she's pretty," she repeated, satisfied.

Samba laughed. "Leave the boy alone. If it's meant to be, we'll know."

Amadou shook his head, but smiled. This was home. This was the anchor of his life.

When he left a few hours later, night had fallen completely. He got on his motorbike and headed back to his flat. But instead of going straight home, he took a detour along the harbour. It was as if the sea held the answer to a thought he couldn't quite put into words.

He parked, took off his helmet and stood there in silence, watching the boats glide lightly across the water.

And without meaning to, without planning it, he uttered a name in a low voice, almost a whisper:

'Clara.

As if calling her name could transform a chance encounter into something more.

It was as if, for the first time in a long while, something inside him had begun to stir.

Amadou returned to his flat at almost midnight. The building was silent, lit only by a yellow light on the landing and the distant hum of the lift. He opened the door and left all the noise of the day behind him. His small studio flat was tidy and simple, with a large Basquiat poster hanging on the wall and a bookcase full of books on restoration, African novels, photography, a few jazz records and a stereo system that was more expensive than he could afford.

He took off his jacket, leaving it on the back of a chair, and turned on a lamp near the sofa. Warm light filled the space. It was his refuge: not large, not luxurious, but his. He had worked hard for that independence, for every piece of that life built inch by inch, without favours, without shortcuts.

He ran a hand through his hair and let himself fall onto the sofa.

That's when she saw it.

Clara's folder.

He had taken it away without thinking, to study the canvas at home more calmly. This often happened with the most delicate restorations: the workshop was full of distractions, while the solitude of the evening allowed him to observe everything with a different lens.

He took the folder and opened it. The canvas was there, fragile, its colours faded by time . But Amadou's gaze was no longer just that of a professional restorer. There was something different.

It was as if the painting had taken the form of Clara herself. Her slender fingers that had extracted it. The way she had looked at it. The way she had looked at him.

"It doesn't make sense," he murmured, placing the canvas on the table.

Yet his thoughts always returned to it.

Perhaps because in that brief encounter she had sensed something she hadn't felt in a long time. Something that went beyond physical attraction. Something more... subdued. Intimate. A recognition, almost.

He took a quick shower and put on a sweatshirt. He turned on some music — a slow song by Yusef Dayes — and began to make himself a mint tea, a habit he had picked up from his mother. He took a few sips and approached the table to look at the canvas a second time.

He looked at it closely, from a distance, tilting the surface slightly to see how the light slid over the cracks. Then he picked up a magnifying glass. He seemed absorbed in his work, but part of his mind kept returning to her.

Clara Beaumont.

The surname resonated in his ears like something ancient. Something distant from his world.

He wasn't naive. He had grown up in a city like Marseille, where social boundaries were invisible but sharp. He knew what it meant to have a Senegalese surname, even though he was born and raised in France. He knew what it meant to be looked at with curiosity, sympathy, prejudice or suspicion, depending on the street he walked down.

And he knew that families like the Beaumonts breathed a different air. An air that was often not meant for people like him.

He felt his phone vibrate.

Karim:

Brother, I'm still thinking about that girl. I'll question you tomorrow. Good night.

Amadou laughed to himself. He replied with a brief goodnight, then left the phone on the table.

It was almost one o'clock. He decided that working any longer would only make the next day worse. He turned off the music and slipped under the covers. But sleep was slow in coming.

He rested his head on the pillow and saw Clara entering the studio again. He saw how she had run her hand behind her ear while she spoke. The way her lips had touched a smile when he had said his name. A name that sounded different when she said it.

He didn't know why all this affected him so much. Perhaps because it didn't happen often. Not like this. Not with such silent intensity.

When he finally fell asleep, he did so with a thought he would not have wanted to admit :

I want to see her again.

The next morning, he woke up early, more tired than he had expected. The herbal tea he had drunk the night before had not worked miracles. He dragged himself into the shower, then made a strong coffee and left the house with his helmet in his hand.

The road to the studio was busy, full of motorbikes darting between double-parked cars. Marseille was alive, chaotic, noisy — just like every morning.

He arrived at the studio a few minutes before Karim. He opened the door, turned on the lights and began to tidy up the work table. He was determined to focus only on the canvas, only on the restoration.

But at half past ten, when the doorbell rang, his heart skipped a beat for no apparent reason.

He turned around.

It wasn't Clara.

It was an elderly couple asking for information about a quote. Amadou greeted them professionally, but inside he felt a brief sense of relief. And at the same time, a little disappointment.

Karim arrived shortly afterwards, cheerful as ever.

"So? Did you sleep well, poet?" he asked, putting down his bag.

"Very well," Amadou lied.

Karim approached his table. "And the heiress's painting?"

"She's not an heiress," he grumbled. "And stop calling her that."

"Until proven otherwise, she is."

Amadou glared at him, but did not reply. He immersed himself in his work and for a couple of hours managed to think about something else. The cracks in the canvas required extreme attention. He had to calibrate the solvent perfectly, soften the edges, and restore the colours without altering the original style.

At noon, Karim went out to get some sandwiches. Amadou remained alone, immersed in the silence of the studio.

That was when it happened.

The door opened.

He turned around.

And this time... it was Clara.

His heart gave a thud in his chest, like a bounce in his rib cage.

She was dressed differently than the day before: a light blue jumper, a navy blue coat, her hair down. She looked more casual, but also more tense. As if she had crossed the city wrestling with her thoughts.

"Good morning," she said with a slight smile.

"Good morning," he replied, trying to keep his voice normal. "Have you come for an update on the painting?"

"Yes... and no."

Amadou took a step towards her. "Is everything all right?"

Clara looked down for a moment. When she looked up again, there was a disarming sincerity in her eyes.

"May I ask you a personal question?"

The question made his stomach flutter slightly. "Of course."

She took a breath. "Did you... get an idea of who my grandmother was when you saw the painting?"

It was a strange, unexpected question. Amadou took a moment to answer.

"She was a woman who loved the sea," he said. "You can see it in the colours. And she loved to preserve it. To keep it close. As if it were a piece of her memory."

Clara looked at him intently, as if every word had a precise meaning.

"Yes," she murmured. "Exactly."

Then, as if she had suddenly found the courage:

"My father didn't want me to bring the painting here. He says that these places... that these restorations... aren't always reliable."

The implication was clear. And for a second, Amadou felt something sting beneath his skin.

Clara seemed to realise this. 'That's not what I think,' she said quickly. 'Really. I... I trust you.

In you.

Not this studio. Not you and your colleague.

Him.

Amadou nodded slowly. "Thank you. That's important to me."

Clara bit her lower lip. "My father has this idea that anything that doesn't belong to our world is... risky."

The word fell into the air like a stone into water.

Amadou looked at her, his expression unchanged. He was no stranger to that kind of insinuation. But hearing it from her was different.

"I understand," he replied in a neutral tone.

"No," she said, taking a step forward. "You understand too much. I don't want you to think I'm like him. I'm not. I never have been."

Her face was flushed. She was agitated. Sincere. Confused.

And beautiful.

Amadou took a slow breath. 'I don't have to think anything. It's up to you to decide who you want to be.

Clara remained silent for a few seconds. Then she gave him a fragile but genuine smile.

"Thank you, Amadou."

Hearing his name from her lips struck him like a light but precise touch.

"I'll let you know soon when the restoration is ready," he said, trying to steer the conversation back onto stable ground.

"Yes
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