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Part One: The Thread No One Sees —
Chapter 1

The Table in Geneva

The table seated eight, but there were five at it that
evening, and Ariane Vencourt had learned over the years
that odd numbers, at the “Cento e piu,” produced the best
conversations: someone was always left without a direct
counterpart, and had to argue on their own instead of
taking shelter behind an ally.

She had arrived early, as she always did when it was her
turn to host, to give herself time to arrange the few details
that made a dinner like that different from any ordinary
working meeting dressed up as conviviality: the napkins
folded without too much care, the wine already uncorked
to breathe, the lights lowered by just enough to discourage
anyone from pulling out a laptop. In thirty years of tables
like this one she had learned that the atmosphere counted
as much as the people seated around it, perhaps more: a
setting that was too formal produced rehearsed answers,
and one that was too relaxed produced nothing usable the
next day.
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The apartment looked out over Place du Bourg-de-Four,
and as she poured the wine Ariane found herself thinking
of something a passing historian had once told her at the
table: the square below their windows had been a Roman
forum, then a market, then, in the sixteenth century, a
refuge. The houses around it had been raised by a floor,
sometimes two, to make room for the Protestants fleeing
from half of Europe. Not torn down and rebuilt: raised. The
same perimeter, the same stone, simply more capable of
holding the people who were arriving.

The historian, a scatterbrained and likable man who
turned up at that table perhaps twice a year, between one
conference and the next, had told her that detail with the
slightly childish enthusiasm of someone who has just
discovered something that seems obvious only after
understanding it, and Ariane had resolved, while listening
to him, never to forget it: not so much for the square itself,
as for the principle it carried with it, so simple it seemed
almost banal—until the day you actually found yourself
facing a wall you had to raise, rather than tear down.

She liked that detail more than any theory of resilience
she had read in the thirty years she had spent sitting at
tables like this one.

The chair at the far end was empty, as it always was
when Edoardo could not get away from the Chamber of
Commerce in Geneva: a gap that no longer disturbed
anyone at the table, having become as much a part of the
furnishings as the water carafe at the center.

Someone, the first time they had seen that empty chair
years before, had asked whether it might not be a good
idea to rearrange the seats, to invite someone else in his
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place for that evening. Ariane had refused, with a firmness
that had surprised even herself: that empty chair, she had
explained, reminded everyone that the table existed for
those who could not always be there too, and that a
physical absence did not erase a presence in the decisions
taken around it.

It was Erik, the engineer the group had adopted after a
conference in Copenhagen that no one remembered
anymore except for the fact that he had been there, who
brought the case.

He had the habit—noticed by everyone at the table,
though no one had ever pointed it out to him directly—of
always arriving with something unresolved in his hands, as
if he could not conceive of a social evening without
bringing along some technical problem to keep him awake.

“I have two energy communities twenty kilometers
apart,” he said, turning his glass without drinking from it,
“that produce more than they consume, in season, and lack
exactly what they need when they need it most. The
obvious thing would be to make them talk to each other. I
can’t make them talk.”

“How long have you been trying?” Ariane asked, before
even asking why.

“A year, gently. Three months, seriously.” Erik set down
his glass, as if to mark that he was about to say the part
that cost him the most to admit. “I've written letters, I've
telephoned everyone who seemed to have any say in the
matter, I've even tried to organize a meeting between the
two mayors. Nothing. Everyone nods, understands, and
then goes back to their own priorities, which are always
something else.”
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“Why not?”

“Because they’re on two sides of an administrative
border, and each answers to an authority that has no
obligation whatsoever to know what the other is doing. It
isn’t bad will. It’s simply that no one, on paper, has
jurisdiction over the corridor in between.”

Ariane let a longer silence pass than was strictly
necessary, as she always did before a question she felt was
worth asking well. For an instant she glanced at the empty
chair at the end of the table, almost searching that familiar
emptiness for an answer which, she knew, could hardly
come from there.

“And what if the corridor weren't a problem of
jurisdiction,” she said at last, “but a problem of who trusts
whom, before it’s ever a question of who has the authority
to do it?”

Erik looked at her like someone who has already been
down that road and found it narrower than it appeared.

“I've thought about that. The point is that trust alone
doesn’t move a megawatt-hour from one side of a line to
the other, when two states treat that line differently.
Someone has to stand in the middle long enough to make it
normal.”

Ariane nodded slowly, recognizing in that sentence a
technical precision she rarely heard expressed with such
clarity by someone who came from the world of
engineering rather than from the mediation of parties in
conflict.

“This,” said Ariane, “is exactly the kind of thing a table
like this exists for. We don’t solve other people’s problems.
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We give someone time to discover how to solve them on
their own, before someone else’s haste decides for them.”

Erik gave her the look Ariane knew well—the look of
someone who has just received an answer that solves
nothing in the immediate term but somehow lifts a weight
he didn’t know he was carrying.

She said it almost without thinking, and it was a
sentence she had pronounced other times, in other rooms,
for other people: she had said it the first time to a man she
had just met in Brussels, on a walk along a lake that was
the very one she now saw, at night, through the closed
windows. She did not say it aloud. At the table it wasn't
needed.

It was in that moment that she noticed she was already
doing, mentally, what she always did when a problem
seemed real to her: she wasn’t looking for a solution, she
was looking for the smallest point from which the problem
could begin to move on its own. Two communities. A
border no one administered in full. And a question which,
come to think of it, was not so different from the one she
had put to Alberto years before: not how fast, but from
where one begins to see a direction that does not yet exist.

There came back to her, for an instant, how different
the context of that question to Alberto had been: a
shipowner just starting out with an inheritance larger than
he knew how to manage, not a middle-aged engineer with
a well-defined technical problem. And yet the structure of
the question, she noted, remained identical: to find not the
most complete answer, but the smallest and truest point
from which everything else could, with patience, begin to
move on its own.
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“Bring me the names,” she said to Erik. “Not the
authorities. The people who work on this every day, the
ones who lose something if this doesn’t get unstuck.”

“How much time do I get?” Erik asked, already mentally
at work.

“The time it takes to do it well, not to do it fast,” Ariane
replied. “If we take two extra weeks to talk to the right
people, instead of the first ones who answer the phone,
we’ll have saved months later on.”

Erik nodded, and someone else at the table changed the
subject, because at the “Cento e piu” no one ever stayed on
the same problem for too long in a single evening: it was
an unwritten rule, of the same kind as the odd numbers,
one that left things time to settle before being taken up
again.

The conversation drifted onto a subject that had nothing
to do with Erik or with his river—a German archaeologist
recounting an excavation in Anatolia that had been
interrupted—and for a moment Ariane simply listened, as
she always did when a freshly posed problem needed to
remain in suspension a while before finding its shape. She
noticed that one of the youngest people in the group, a
researcher who had joined recently, had gone on writing in
a notebook well past the moment the conversation had
moved elsewhere, and when she asked what she was
noting down, the young woman replied that she liked to
record, from each evening, not the answers but the
questions that remained open, because those, she said,
turned out to be useful months later, when someone else
arrived with the missing piece without knowing it.

walkman.world



Ariane thought that this was exactly why she came back
to that house whenever she could: not for the solutions to
be found there, which were rare, but for the patient
discipline of keeping alive the questions that did not yet
have an answer, instead of discarding them simply because
no immediate use could be seen for them.

She watched the researcher close her notebook and slip
it into her bag, with the same discreet care with which one
guards something more precious than its modest shape
would suggest, and wondered how many other people, in
that room over the years, had kept up the same kind of
silent archive, questions gathered while waiting for an
answer that sometimes arrived months later, and
sometimes never arrived at all.

Ariane stayed a moment longer anyway, looking out at
the square where for centuries the houses had simply been
raised by a floor, instead of demolished, every time
someone knocked asking for a place.

The others had risen from the table, and the
conversation had drifted onto an investment fund someone
wanted to introduce to the group, when Ariane’s phone
vibrated on the table. Edoardo.

“Don’t ask me how the meeting went,” he said as soon
as she answered. “Just ask me whether I can still consider
myself part of this dinner, or whether my seat has officially
passed to someone else.”

“The chair is still yours,” Ariane replied, smiling at an
empty point in the room. “Though I'm beginning to think
you prefer it empty, so you can imagine what you missed
instead of actually knowing.”
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“It’s one method among others for staying curious.” A
pause, the sound of a door closing somewhere behind him.
“What did I miss?”

Ariane told him Erik’s case in three sentences, no more:
two communities, an administrative border no one
governed in full, a trust that by itself was not enough to
move energy from one side to the other.

Edoardo stayed silent long enough that she could hear,
in the background, the evening traffic of Geneva. While she
waited she pictured the familiar shape of his car stopped at
a light, the window slightly lowered despite the still cool
season—a habit she had always attributed to him without
ever really verifying it.

“You know what has always struck me about the
Chamber I've just come out of?” he said at last. “It has
been independent of the State since eighteen sixty-five. No
one granted it that independence: it took it, by placing
itself in between those who did business and those who
had to answer to governments, until it became normal for
it to be there.” Another pause. “Maybe your border doesn’t
need a new authority. It needs someone who stands in the
middle long enough to make it seem that it has always
been normal.”

It was nearly the same sentence she had said to Erik an
hour before, in other words. She didn’t tell him so. Some
coincidences were worth leaving intact, without explaining
them to the very people who had just produced them.

She thought, while he went on talking about the
Chamber of Commerce, how curious it was that Edoardo,
without ever having set foot in any of the places she told
him about, could always find in his own experience a
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parallel that struck closer to the mark than any specialized
consultant would have known how to do.

“I’ll call you when I have the names,” she said instead,
and ended the call with the feeling, which she knew well,
of having just received a confirmation from someone who
didn’t know they had given it.

She remained alone in the apartment as it slowly
emptied, the others saying their goodnights on the landing
with the slightly tired cordiality of people who have talked
well for two hours and now want only their own beds. She
picked up the phone one last time, this time to write, not to
call.

She absentmindedly cleared away a few glasses left on
the table, more to give her hands something to do than
from any real need, since the woman who came every
morning would take care of the rest. She paused a moment
in front of Edoardo’s empty chair, still in its place, and
thought how strange it was that a piece of furniture could
go on representing a person even when that person had
never physically been there, for the umpteenth time.

One single message to Vespa: I need you for a site visit,
soon. Two communities, a border, people who lose
something with every day that passes. I'll explain better
tomorrow, but bring the right boots.

She hesitated an instant before pressing send,
wondering whether it was too soon to involve him, when
she did not yet even have the names Erik had promised.
She decided it was not: Vespa was the sort of person who
preferred to know in advance that something was moving,
even in vague form, rather than be called at the last
moment with a problem already mature and little time to
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face it.

The reply arrived before she had turned off the hallway
light: Whenever you like. The boots are always ready,
that’s the easy part.

She smiled, and for a moment, before closing the front
door behind her, looked down at the empty square, the
darkened shop windows, the marble fountain that went on
pouring water though no one was watching. She had a thin
bracelet on her wrist, a woven cotton cord a niece had
given her years before, which she had never taken off, so
that by now she felt it on her skin only in the moments
when, like this one, she stopped to think seriously about
something.

Her niece, by now an adolescent, had given it to her
during a summer spent together by the sea, braiding it
patiently for entire afternoons under a beach umbrella,
with the concentrated seriousness with which children
approach certain kinds of handwork that to adults seem
mere pastimes.

She did not yet know what that network, still unborn,
would be called. She knew only, with the quiet certainty of
someone who has seen enough things begin from a very
small point, that it already existed, invisible, in the very
moment when two people like Erik and the engineer on the
other side of the border had stopped talking to each other
only because no one had ever asked them to, directly.

She turned off the hallway light, closed the door behind
her, and stood a moment on the landing, listening to the
last sound of footsteps receding two floors below, before
the square returned to its own silence of old stone and
closed windows.
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Free excerpt — the Amazon link for the complete English edition
will be added on walkman.world as soon as it is available.
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