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Preface

In the life of every company, as in the life of every
person, there comes a moment when the things that
brought it into being are no longer enough.

It does not happen because of a mistake. It happens
because the world around it has moved, and what was
once a strength has become simply the way things have
always been done. Whoever leads the company notices
late, and almost always looks outside for the reason: a
competitor, a regulation, a customer who is leaving.
Looking outside is human. It is also useless. None of
those reasons tells you what to do on Monday morning.

It is the most fragile moment and at the same time the
most fertile. It is also the moment when a generation is
handed something it never asked for, and nobody can yet
tell it whether this is an inheritance or a debt.

This book tells one year of that moment.
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A woman with eighty people to pay and a decision to
make by March. A consultant who enters, listens, and
does not promise to know how the story will end. Five
gestures anyone could perform who ever carried a
cassette player in a pocket: rewind, forward, play, pause,
stop.

There is nothing to study here. There are a little over a
hundred pages, which is an afternoon or two evenings:
enough for something to move, too little for it to become
a course.

And beneath all the others there is one idea. A company

that has lasted fifty years has roots that still hold, intact,
down there. What has to change is not the roots: it is the
fruit, because no tree bears the same fruit for fifty years,
and nobody asks it to.

In the end the new generation receives a gift.

Chapter 1

Mapi arrived in Paris with a suitcase too small for three
weeks and a coat her mother considered too light for
November.

She was twenty and in no hurry to know what she would
become.

Her mother, by contrast, always seemed to have an
answer ready for important things: the right coat for a
French November, the exact time needed for a tortilla to
remain soft inside, the moment when a conversation
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should be interrupted and the moment when it should be
allowed to continue by itself.

In Getafe, in the workshop her parents had rented in
1964, that competence had a name nobody ever said.
Her father had the hands. Her mother had the ear.
Anyone looking for work spoke to him. Anyone looking
for money spoke to her. It was not a division written
anywhere, and precisely for that reason it had lasted
thirty years.

One evening, when she was fifteen, Mapi had asked her
mother how she could tell before everyone else which
orders were going to go wrong. «Listen,» her mother
replied. One word. As if it were enough.

Paris, on the other hand, seemed to listen to nobody. The
city moved. Taxis crossed boulevards shining with rain
and pulled away before the light had finished being
green. People walked as if every one of them, without
exception, had an important appointment.

On a Friday evening Béatrice took her to a party. A large
stereo occupied almost an entire piece of furniture:
amplifier, compact-disc player, a row of knobs that in the
half-light looked like instruments on a control panel. Two
speakers on either side of the room made the floor
vibrate.

Mapi noticed something curious. To speak, you had to
bring your mouth close to the other person's ear, and
then nobody was really speaking. The music was loud. It
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was beautiful. And it belonged to everyone. And
precisely for that reason, she thought, it did not really
belong to anyone.

That was when she saw a girl sitting on the floor, her
back against a shelf, knees drawn up, eyes closed.
Around her, the party continued exactly as before. She
was somewhere else. She had two small headphones
over her ears, joined by a thin band, and a cable running
down to the device resting on her legs.

The girl opened her eyes and smiled. She removed one
headphone. «Want to try?»

Mapi put them on. And something happened. The party
did not disappear. It was still all there. The chaos
continued, identical, and yet it no longer belonged to
her. Because now, inside that chaos, there was a space
of her own.

The music was very close. It no longer came from the
room. She could hear the singer's breath, the breath
taken before a line, the tiny sound of fingers changing
position on a string — details that no powerful stereo
had ever made her hear, because a powerful stereo fills
a room, and a room is already full of everything else.

She felt something she could not have put into words at
twenty, and would only be able to put into words much
later: she was not choosing the music. She was choosing
where to be.
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«Do you like it?» Mapi nodded. «Why?» She looked again
at the room: the raised arms, the smoke, the glasses on
the floor. «Because the party goes on.»

Many years later, Mapi would recognise the
uncomfortable part of the story in that feeling.
Headphones take nothing away from anyone. They give
you back the measure of what you were living inside
without noticing.
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