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The Visit

The living room had been ready for an hour. Margherita had inspected it twice, then allowed herself the armchair, the book, and the pose she wanted to be found in: a respectable lady, one who cares about the proper order of things.

She was barefoot. At her feet, lying face down on the rug, her husband Aldo worked with his tongue, methodical, unhurried, the way one polishes good silverware on important occasions.

The agreement was that a light tap of the fingers against his cheek meant increase the pace, clearing her throat meant slower, while closing the book loudly meant switch foot.

She turned a page. She wasn't reading.

She mentally reviewed the scene as a hostess reviews the menu. The tray of pastries was in the kitchen, ready. The men of the house were, as was proper, naked with an apron.

Her son, upstairs, was waiting for the signal.

She was nervous, and this irritated her. After all, she was the senior party, the woman of experience. But Alice had purchased her son, and with buyers — all her friends agreed — one must make a good impression.

She thought of it with pride, as she waited. Tommaso had made an excellent impression at the Centre. The practical trials had gone beautifully: cooking, ironing, massages, a pedicure judged "of professional quality" by the judge. The diploma carried the trainers' reviews: naturally submissive, elegant and skilled in movement.

But above all, the idol room. They were shut in there alone, before the statue of the goddess offering her foot, and left to themselves, unaware of the cameras, even more unaware of being watched and assessed by clients even in that moment. For the clients it was the most important test: how does my potential purchase behave when he believes he isn't being watched? It was there that Alice had chosen him. "Such spontaneous devotion cannot be taught," she had said on the phone. Margherita had thanked her the way one thanks someone for a compliment about one's flowers: with modesty, knowing it was deserved. "All his father." She smiled to herself, a private smirk.

The doorbell. Margherita called out: "Tommaso."

The son came downstairs, opened the door, and the ritual began on the threshold.

He knelt, forehead to the floor. Then the welcome formula: this most humble slave is happy for the opportunity to serve you. Then he removed Alice's shoes and socks, and she crossed the entrance hall barefoot without looking at him.

When she had settled on the sofa, Tommaso took his position: face down on the rug, beside his father, symmetrical. The living room found its balance: two ladies seated, two men at work, the ticking of the grandfather clock.

They introduced themselves, spoke of music and cinema above the men's heads, then of more everyday matters: the traffic on the way over, the recipe for the pastries, Emma — Margherita's friend — who had just purchased a slave husband herself and was trying an experimental technique to condition him to find the smell of her feet irresistible. Because, she said, she preferred having them washed by the slave's tongue rather than with soap.

Every now and then, between one topic and the next, a technical observation, tossed in with the tone one uses to discuss appliances:

"Yours is very thorough — long, even brush strokes, I see, a steady rhythm."
"Twenty years of service. And how is my son getting on? I've taught him well too, but he's still inexperienced."
"He is good, actually, but he speeds up when he gets excited. Not that I mind — it gives me an excuse to punish him every now and then."
"You don't need an excuse to punish — you punish when you feel like it. Life is already hard enough when you have someone to take it out on, let alone if you needed a reason to slap a slave. Aldo — show Mistress Alice the venting position!"

He rose to his knees, back straight, face turned slightly. Margherita slapped him; he offered the other cheek, and so on three more times.

"Why did I slap you?"
"Because I am the slave and my mistress decided so. I have no right to ask myself anything further."
"Good. Don't ever forget it. Back to licking my feet!"

Aldo resumed immediately.

"Don't spoil my son, mind you — do the same with him, regularly. What are four slaps? Being good for nothing, being disrespectful — that would be a tragedy."



It was Margherita who got to the point, while Tommaso served the tea.

"Alice, would you care to try mine?"

And she laid out the offer: her Aldo had a repertoire. The first piece was a poem on the dignity of men, which he would recite with Alice's big toe in his mouth. The second was the man called horse: he would be ridden and would rear up. He was particularly skilled at finding the right balance of energy in his movements — lively enough to entertain the mistress, not so much as to risk throwing her. The third: the crawling dance. Then human furniture: the human footstool, the human tea table, the human armchair. Alice could choose one, two, as many as she liked. A taste of the house.

In exchange — and here Margherita set down the teapot, because serious matters are stated with free hands — she asked for a small right. Nothing intrusive: every so often, say once a month, the ability to still exercise her authority over Tommaso. As a mother.

Alice considered it over a sip. She made a counterproposal. Once a week, each of them would keep both slaves for herself, a full day. Because men have only one mouth, and we have two feet. Margherita raised the stakes: besides feet, we have something else that particularly appreciates close contact with the male mouth. We'll try to involve Emma in a three-way arrangement. That way, while one of us, in turn, enjoys the perfect number of male tongues working simultaneously, the other two console themselves by watching a film together.

The two ladies laughed like old friends, shook hands, the two-way pact was sealed, and Margherita would speak to Emma as soon as possible to try to extend it.

The two men, at their feet, had heard everything. Neither had slowed down.

Alice had her shoes put back on and took her leave with a promise to meet again "for the first session." Tommaso performed the farewell ritual — same position, kneeling with forehead to the floor — with the words: this most humble slave is proud of the attention received.

When the door closed, Margherita reopened her book to the marked page and ordered:

"Lick one foot each. Before long, it will be a privilege I can enjoy only once a week."

Then, addressing no one in particular:

"Everything went perfectly. You just have to know how to present yourself."

And she turned the page. This time she was really reading.

The Centre

Bianca, Alice's sister, had made the decision one Sunday at lunch, watching Alice and thinking about the large house they had inherited: four bedrooms, two living rooms, a garden no one pruned anymore. "If I get one too," she had said, setting down her fork, "we'll have lunch together often, share slaves and expenses." Alice had approved with the practicality of someone who had already made the purchase: "I'll take you to the Centre. You'll love it and we'll have a lovely day."

The Centre didn't look like what it was. From the outside it rather resembled a bank. A large mirrored building. Inside, a glass corridor ran along all the rooms: the visitors passed and looked, comfortably, brochure in hand.

The glass was one-way. The women saw everything; the men, on the other side, saw only their own reflection. It was the founding principle of the Centre, printed in elegant italics on the brochure: the only thing client and merchandise have in common is that both see only the merchandise.

Each man wore a white shirt with a number on the chest and back. No names. The names, the brochure explained, are handed over to the buyer along with everything else.

The first window looked onto the pedicure room: a row of chairs, a row of seated women — Centre judges, faces uncovered — and before each one a man on his knees, bent over his work.

The rule was one only, and Bianca read it on the sign: eyes remain on the detail. Number 41 had been working for five minutes on the same cuticle of the left big toe, with the concentration of a watchmaker. He had a scraper to which he applied short, rapid movements, interspersed with a breath to blow away the dust. He had never seen the judge's face and knew he would not see the eventual buyer's face until he arrived at her home as a slave.

The potential buyer, for her part, observed, rapt, becoming with every second less potential and more real. Until she declared: "I like this slave. He has steady hands. As for the tongue — either he knows how to use that too, or he'll learn."

It was then that number 27, two chairs further along, raised his eyes.

Perhaps a cramp, perhaps an irresistible curiosity. His gaze travelled up along the judge's ankle and reached her face.

The whistle sounded before he even lowered his head. A supervisor in a tailored suit crossed the room, and the procedure unfolded with the calm of something that has happened a thousand times: number 27 was immediately moved to a corner of the room; a rope was tied to his right ankle, another bound his wrists. The one tied to his right ankle was pulled up, so as to keep his right leg raised. His arms, extended behind him, were held downward by the other rope. His left foot rested firmly on the floor. A sign was posted near him on a pole, like a road sign: Useless specimen in need of redemption. Please, for his own good, fart in his face or strike his foot. A wooden spoon was left on a nearby column beside the exposed foot. "Eight hours of punishment for number 27," announced the supervisor into the room's microphone; another staff member started a timer.

"Harsh," commented Bianca.
"Just," said Alice.



Then came the trial Alice knew well: the idol room. A slave was led into a bare room with a statue of the goddess offering her foot at the centre. A veritable little temple. Inside, the slave, alone, believing himself unwatched.

It was the most requested moment of the visit. In the part of the Centre inaccessible to the slaves, there was a screen broadcasting the scene, in colour and high definition, constantly watched in silence by a small crowd of 30 buyers, each seated in one of the 30 available armchairs. Among these 30 sat Alice and Bianca.

Number 48, secure in his privacy, merely bowed, then walked calmly around the room. A murmur of disappointment rose among the 30, and the comments followed: "I'd only buy him to make him pay for this."

"This is where I chose Tommaso," said Alice, with the voice of someone pointing out the restaurant of a first date.

They moved along to the next windows in turn, and Bianca reviewed them as one visits a museum:

The kitchen: six stations, six men at the stoves, and the finished plates disappearing through a dumbwaiter toward the judges' tasting room. Vegan burger, legume soup, grilled vegetables, cannelloni, minestrone... The duty judge would taste a spoonful and raise a paddle bearing the corresponding score. Potential buyers wishing to sample a potential slave's skill could request a specific dish and taste it, though they could not enter the Centre's restricted area.

In the dance room, the slave danced in underwear. All other clothing was forbidden. The choreographies varied greatly — classical ballet, contemporary, rock, Maasai, Māori, Latin American — and to each had been added a submission ritual; at least 10% of the time had to be spent in prone adoration, with at least 5 points of contact with the floor, such as knees, elbows, and forehead.

The same rule applied to the gymnastic performances, held in a room with apparatus, rings, and men executing figures.

The poetry room was the quietest. Writing desks, sheets of paper, and men hunched over composing verses dedicated to buyers they had never seen. The best poems were displayed on a notice board beside the author's number. The two poems on display were replaced after an average of about three hours. Bianca and Alice read:

the reverent servant licks your feet;
the ardent slave gives you the right treat;
the keen one crawls not to be seen;
this one of yours is ardent, reverent and keen

And then:

I offer myself to my goddess and queen,
I adore her as a goddess, I lick Her clean,
in truth I can’t offer myself, I’ve always been Her very own,
don't tell her I did, lest she whip me while I groan

The last window looked onto the strangest room: a giant statue representing a woman's foot, and beneath it a man trying to hold it up, with a column-mounted chronometer marking the time.

The foot was enormously heavy, and the slave had to ensure it remained off the ground for at least one hour, or face disqualification. It was an endurance contest — the man had to hold out as long as possible, but had to call for relief before collapsing and being disqualified. The board above kept the week's rankings: number, minutes, seconds. The record was also listed: 5 hours and 40 minutes by number 33. The brochure explained the importance of endurance: the primary indicator of marital reliability.

Bianca lingered there longer than expected because she had noticed how flushed the slave currently undertaking the trial had become after only 10 minutes. He called for relief after just one more.

Next to it, separated by a sealed door, was the second endurance trial. The window was smaller and the crowd more amused.

Inside, a glass cylinder two metres in diameter with a single slave kneeling at the centre, hands bound behind his back, an iron mask on his face that flared his nostrils and held his mouth open, forcing him to inhale at full force. The mask was tied by another rope to the floor, which forced the slave to look upward. The slave had to signal his surrender by shouting — a signal rendered ridiculous and inefficient by the mask. It was customary to pretend not to understand the signal for at least 3 minutes.

From above the cylinder, at regular intervals, a bin released dirty socks. By regulation, the socks had to have been worn for at least 36 consecutive hours inside trainers without ever removing them, not even at night, by a woman who had walked at least 15 consecutive kilometres and 30 kilometres in total while wearing them. After this first phase of aromatic enrichment, the socks had to be kept in a hermetically sealed plastic bag, at a temperature of no less than 40 degrees, for at least one week. Bacteria were added to the bag to encourage the process. The bins containing the seasoned socks were standard condominium bins for separate waste collection. They were emptied at regular intervals so that the level of socks in the room rose slowly. The rain of socks stopped when the level reached the slave's mouth. A heavy lid was then placed atop the glass cylinder to seal it and maintain the full stench inside. Powerful extractors eliminated the odour that inevitably escaped during the sock rain. On the wall, a chronometer in red digits.

When the chronometer stopped, the time appeared on the board beside the number.

"Aromatic endurance," Bianca read from the brochure. "Indicator of dedication under real domestic conditions. It is easy for our slave to kneel and lick feet that have just been washed, but we women are demanding — we want to enjoy the comfort of the conjugal sight even if, for one reason or another, our feet are not fresh. Aromatic endurance is a reliable indicator of the slave's capacity to serve us under extreme conditions."

The man in the room — number 58 — was motionless, eyes closed, breath short and measured like a diver's. A visitor beside Bianca was unconsciously holding her breath in solidarity.

When 58 began to shout — accepting without further discomfort the resulting ridiculousness — after the routine three minutes of deliberate inattention, a Centre staff member pressed a red button, the board registered the time, and the small crowd applauded. 4 hours, 21 minutes and 37 seconds — the third longest time. The glass cylinder opened at the midpoint; the socks cascaded out; a worker protected by a radiation-suit-style outfit freed the slave; and the socks were collected by a self-driving road sweeper, while the extraction hoods were reactivated to eliminate the stench.



Clients of the Centre, to make their choice, went up to the balcony: an internal terrace overlooking all the rooms, with a counter and a uniformed attendant.

The procedure was of ancient simplicity: the visitor leaned over, pointed, and said the number. The attendant repeated it into the internal microphone — not into the rooms, only the offices — and initiated the paperwork: the Centre contacted the number's mother, scheduled the appointment, prepared the documents: the purchase certificate, the two-year guarantee against rebellion, theft, and negligence, and the release form to be signed by the buyer's mother.

"Number 41," said Bianca.

The attendant smiled with professional approval. "Excellent choice. Steady hands. I'll put you in touch with the mother."



It was coming down from the balcony that Bianca saw them: two men in grey smocks, no number, pushing a trolley of towels along the corridor. They walked with their heads down, and stopped to let the visitors pass, pressing themselves against the wall.

"And those?"

"Reclassified," said Alice, lowering her voice slightly. "A week on display, and if no one chooses them, the number comes off. Heavy work: trolleys, crates, floors. They stay at the Centre, but on the other side of the glass forever. They have to read aloud a list of qualities for which the purchased men were chosen, and personally beg the director's forgiveness for having failed."

Bianca watched the two grey figures disappear through a service door, and gripped her brochure with its appointment already confirmed.

"Just one week?" she asked.

"The market is the market," said Alice. "That's why they try so hard."

They came out into the afternoon. "In a few days I'll no longer have the dry-feet problem," said Alice, pleased with her purchase. "It's nice to have a sister to talk to, but if one of us had been born male, the other would never in her life have had the dry-feet problem." "Well, we've done alright — foot-lickers have never entirely been absent, even if never full time — Papa and Mum's other occasional slaves. Better to have a sister."

The Seminar

The Centre's conference room was full: recent buyers, potential buyers, a few students with notepads. On the stage, a lectern, a projector screen, and an examination table.

The speaker was the Centre's Scientific Director, Dr. Luisa Carminati Véneri, PhD in Applied Behavioural Sciences, MSc in Cognitive Ethology, Honorary Member of the International Society for Male Submission. To either side of the stage, motionless, two nurses in white coats and clogs. They were doing nothing. It was their way of doing a great deal.

At the centre, standing beside the table, the subject: grey smock, no number. The badge around his neck read: Voluntary demonstration subject — 12 merit points per session. The subject stood still, hands behind his back, staring at a fixed point on the floor. At a certain moment, it became apparent to everyone that his knees were trembling.

"Ladies, good evening. Tonight's topic is fear responses." The doctor switched on the first slide. "Classic literature teaches us that fear produces three responses: fight, flight, freeze. Classic literature," — pause, gaze over the glasses — "was written by observing the wrong subjects."

Laughter in the room.

"In the correctly framed male there exists a fourth response, which our institute has classified as a Type III Response: anticipatory submission. Also known as Psychosomatic Anticipatory Submission Response, or P.A.S.R., scale 0–7 according to the Véneri-Bianchi protocol (2019). Tonight we will observe it live."

At a nod, the first nurse left the room and returned pushing a steel trolley. On top, in clear view: a vial, a still-sealed syringe, a cotton ball.

She said nothing. She simply stopped the trolley a metre from the subject and arranged the instruments in a row, with the unhurried care of a tea ceremony.

The subject looked at the syringe. He swallowed. The room saw him swallow — a camera was projecting his face onto the large screen. The Adam's apple rising and falling slowly, enlarged four times, resembled a small lift.

"Observe," said the doctor, without haste. "No one has touched him. No one will touch him, in all likelihood. And yet..."

The subject had already knelt. He crawled to the first nurse and began kissing her clogs, with scrupulous dedication, without anyone having asked him to.

"...and yet here it is: anticipatory submission. The subject is not avoiding pain. He is negotiating with a future that exists only in his mind." The doctor noted something. "Nurse, please offer your bare foot and let us observe the reaction. Note, ladies, how the kisses give way to frantic licking. We'll discuss this in the Q&A."

"Now let's raise the stakes."

The second nurse picked up the syringe, freed it from its seal, and drew the contents of the vial against the light, with the slowness of someone who knows she is being watched. Then she took two steps toward the subject. Just two.

The subject, who had just risen, threw himself back to the floor and transferred his attentions to the second nurse's feet, with a visibly greater urgency. The doctor commentated the scene for the audience: "Note how the subject now rubs his entire body against the floor, as if trying to smear himself onto it. He has removed one of the nurse's clogs of his own initiative and is pressing it against the back of his neck to self-degrade. Note how his hand supports the bare foot and how his tongue slides between the toes. The closer the threat approaches, the more perfect the devotion becomes. Make a note of this, ladies: in a domestic setting, simply leaving the object in sight is enough. A half-open drawer does ninety percent of the work."

"Fear alone, however, is a blunt instrument. It must be combined with exercise. Nurse, number four, please."

The first nurse consulted a laminated card — a menu, to all intents and purposes — and gave the subject exercise number four from the repertoire: the salamander: crawl in a circle around the nurse emitting small sounds of approval with each step she takes.

The subject executed it. The room applauded. The second nurse, throughout, kept the syringe in view, resting on the tray, like a metronome.

Then she announced: "Six point two in technique, seven in interpretation. The subject registers the number, though he executes it with a delay in the change of direction that penalises fluidity."

"Questions?"

A hand at the back of the room: "Doctor, what's in the serum?"

The doctor smiled, as if she had been waiting for this question since the start of the evening. She picked up the vial and held it up to the room.

"Vitamin B12, in the majority of cases."

A murmur. The subject, on stage, almost imperceptibly raised his head.

"Ladies, the active ingredient is irrelevant. The fear is identical. What matters is the liturgy: the trolley, the seal, drawing the liquid against the light." She put the vial down. "Once in every ten sessions, naturally, the injection is actually given — a vitamin, as I said, it even does him good — otherwise the expectation decays. We call this variable ratio reinforcement. It works on pigeons; imagine with these. Look: he has raised his head. He believes he has understood something. But the next syringe will make him sweat just the same — because there is always a non-zero probability that instead of vitamin B12 we put in a dose of LSD sufficient to send him into paranoia. And that, ladies, is the heart of the Type III Response."

Final applause. The nurses bowed; the subject bowed to the nurses, and did so four times, once before each clog. Then he kissed the doctor's shoe.

At the merit points desk behind the stage, his 12 points were credited. He still needed seventy-eight. At twelve a session, six and a half weeks. Four real injections, if the ratio held.

The doctor, gathering her slides, dismissed the room: "Next week: the female sigh as a remote correction tool. Bring your husbands."

The News

Emma lived ten minutes on foot. Aldo and Tommaso had arrived there in the early afternoon, with the bag of tools and a clean apron, as befits those who go to serve in another's home. Margherita had opened the door to Alice at quarter past three, and by twenty past they were already on the sofa with their tea.

The television was on. They weren't watching it.

"She said she'd keep them until nine," said Margherita.
"Good," said Alice. "That way I can stay late without feeling guilty."

Margherita poured. "How do you think it's going, with Tommaso?"
"Wonderfully. Better than I expected." Alice blew on her cup. "He has this thing he does with his left thumb while he works — a small circular movement, almost imperceptible. I don't know where he learned it."

Margherita smiled into her tea. "His father."
"I knew it." Alice looked at her. "But there's something else too. A week ago I was reading, and at a certain point I noticed that he was — how to put it — modulating the pressure of his tongue in sync with my breathing rhythm. As if he were listening to me."

Margherita raised her eyebrows. "That he didn't learn from Aldo."
"No?"
"Aldo has never thought of that in his life. He's excellent, but he works toward objectives, not through listening." She paused. "It must be something from the Centre."

On the television, the half-past-three news jingle.

The presenter had her hair up and a plum-coloured jacket. She placed her hands on the lectern and waited for the countdown with the calm of someone who has done it for years.

"Good afternoon. These are today's main stories. The Ministry of the Family has published new guidelines for the registration of domestic spouses: mandatory within ninety days of purchase, with annual renewal of the suitability certificate. Fines doubled for non-compliance."

Alice opened her mouth, then closed it. She had ninety-two days from the purchase of Tommaso.

"Are you alright?" said Margherita.
"I need to make a phone call tomorrow morning."

Second story. Images from a northern city: a march, banners, orange vests.

"Again," said Margherita.

The presenter: "This morning in Piazza Valerie Solanas, the Coordinating Committee for the Protection of Voluntary Slaves held a sit-in demanding the introduction of a maximum of six active service hours per day, excluding ordinary domestic duties. The Coordinating Committee currently has four thousand members."

"Four thousand," said Alice.
"Out of sixty million," said Margherita, and they changed the subject without turning down the volume.

After the advertising break, a live link from Rome, outside Palazzo Wollstonecraft. The Carini-Esposito bill was returning to the chamber the following week: mandatory retraining for spouses purchased before 2018, sixteen hours of instruction at accredited centres, final examination.

In studio, Prof. Daniela Marchi — family policy expert — and facing her, a younger woman with the air of someone who had been preparing her data all night.

"Professor Marchi, opponents of the bill argue that sixteen hours away from home is a disproportionate sacrifice. Your response?"
"My response is one number: thirty-seven percent. Spouses trained after 2018 show a rate of mistress satisfaction thirty-seven percent higher than those trained previously. This isn't an opinion — it's a study published in three international journals."

"Thirty-seven," murmured Alice under her breath.

The younger woman — the caption read Avv. Russo, Committee for Traditional Families — stiffened almost imperceptibly. "The problem isn't the sixteen hours. The problem is what they teach, at those accredited centres. There are techniques in the advanced programmes that some of us consider, let's say, excessive."

"Excessive in what sense?" asked the presenter.

"In the sense that they alter the nature of the relationship. A spouse who has completed the respiratory listening module, for instance, is no longer a domestic slave. He is something more complicated. And not all mistresses know how to handle something more complicated."

Margherita set down her cup. "Respiratory listening."

Alice looked at her.

"That's what Tommaso does," said Margherita slowly. "With the breathing."

"Yes."

"So that's where it comes from."

They remained a moment in silence, watching Avv. Russo continue to speak on the television.

"I find it useful," said Alice at last.
"So do I," said Margherita. "But I understand that it could be unsettling."



The next item had a lighter tone. A blonde journalist on location, outside a pharmacy on Via Andrea Dworkin in Bologna, a brochure in hand.

"A study by the Institute for Social and Market Research has revealed a surprising correlation between regional political orientation and sales of female foot deodorant. Data collected from a sample of three hundred thousand buyers across Italy shows a clear picture: in regions where supremacist-leaning parties achieve their highest results, foot deodorant sales are up to sixty-four percent lower than the national average."

Bar chart. Red for supremacist regions, yellow for the rest.

"Analysts explain the phenomenon through the so-called theory of acquired indifference: in communities with a more deeply rooted culture of female supremacy, mistresses tend to regard the slave's olfactory discomfort as irrelevant, or even — according to some testimonies collected — as an integral part of the service."

The presenter nodded and handed over to the researcher in studio, Dr. Carla Meneghin, from the University of Ferrara, round glasses and the air of someone who has been waiting for this moment all morning.

"This is not a matter of carelessness," said Dr. Meneghin. "It is a precise philosophy of the relationship. But I'd like to go beyond a simple description of the phenomenon, because the data tells us something more interesting. The un-deodorised foot is not simply an untreated foot. It is an authentic foot. It is the foot in its most honest, most immediate, most — if you'll allow the term — sovereign expression."

"Could you elaborate?" said the presenter.

"Gladly. Let us think about what a slave does when he serves his mistress's foot. He works with his hands: he massages, caresses, removes, smooths. He works with his mouth: he licks, he kisses, breath after breath, toe after toe. Now: that mouth, those hands, are in direct contact with the most revealing surface the mistress possesses. Not the face, which is made up. Not the hands, which are cared for. The foot, which simply is. The question we must ask ourselves," — and here Dr. Meneghin paused a moment for effect — "is: what are we taking away from that slave, when we treat the foot with deodorant?"

Pause.

"We are taking away the truth."

Almost immediately, appearing on screen from her lectern in Naples, was Prof. Enrichetta Savo, Professor of Ethics of Service at the Federico II, white hair and the authority of someone who does not need to raise her voice to be heard.

"I agree with my colleague Dr. Meneghin, and I want to add a dimension I find often overlooked in public debate: the formative dimension. The slave who serves a foot treated with deodorant is learning, day after day, a sanitised service. A service that does not prepare him for the reality of the mistress. Because the mistress — allow me to say this plainly — is not always just out of the shower. The mistress comes home after eight hours of work. The mistress wears closed shoes all day. The mistress has a life. And that life," concluded Prof. Savo, "has a smell."

"Exactly," said Margherita at the television.

"But it's obvious — there's no need for a professor to understand that. Feet smell, because they're feet, but a slave has to lick them anyway, because he's a slave," added Alice.



The presenter opened the debate. A third guest appeared on the screen to her right: young, short hair, the air of someone accustomed to being the dissenting voice. The caption read Dr. Fiora Lenti — Association for the Welfare of the Domestic Spouse.

"I understand my colleagues' positions," said Dr. Lenti, with the tone of someone who understands them not at all, "but it seems to me that we are forgetting a fundamental fact: the slave is a sentient being. He has olfactory receptors. He has a tolerance threshold. Ignoring this is not supremacy — it is simply poor service planning."

Prof. Savo regarded her from the screen with the expression of someone who has heard worse arguments, but not many.

"The tolerance threshold," she said, "is precisely what is trained. It is precisely what the Centres are for. The sock room is not there for entertainment."

"The sock room," replied Dr. Lenti, "is a selection trial, not a model of daily domestic life. There is a difference between evaluating endurance and making it the permanent domestic norm."

"Why on earth should the permanent domestic norm exclude a perfectly healthy, perfectly normal smell of feet?" said Dr. Meneghin, with disarming simplicity.

Brief silence.

"Because," said Dr. Lenti, with barely concealed impatience, "a slave in chronic olfactory difficulty does not perform at his best. He is distracted. He tends to breathe irregularly. The massage suffers, the pedicure suffers, his overall concentration suffers. It is a question of efficiency, before it is even a question of ethics."

"Efficiency," said Prof. Savo, "is a moderatist concern. Or rather, an excuse. I'd wager my slave is more efficient than hers."

Dr. Lenti opened her mouth and closed it.



The journalist on location resumed, outside the pharmacy on Via Andrea Dworkin.

"We asked some buyers to comment on the data. Here is what they told us."

First interviewee: a woman in her fifties, shoulder bag, pragmatic tone. "I buy deodorant, but I use it on myself, not for him. If I use it for him, what satisfaction do I get? It's like taking the dog to the groomer and then not letting him out in the garden."

Second interviewee: younger, dark glasses, irritated at being stopped in the street. "My husband knows I don't care. I made it clear from day one. You're the slave and I'm the mistress, so whether it smells or not, you lick my feet. I must say he got used to it quickly. The first few months, sometimes, on the worst days, he would make faces — for instance when I told him to suck my toes when they were full of fluff. It would infuriate me, I'd give him such a belting... Now I always see him with a smile, whatever I ask, in whatever condition my feet happen to be."

Third interviewee: elderly, beige coat, the tone of someone who has seen many fashions come and go. "In my day we didn't debate these things — they were taken for granted. These arguments about the slave's olfactory wellbeing — I don't know, they seem like a luxury to me. A moderatist luxury," she added, with a word she had evidently encountered recently and was still trying out.

A younger woman beside her chimed in: "I agree with my aunt — things used to be clearer, and it was better for everyone. But let's not forget that the smell of feet is also an occasion for a laugh and for strengthening relationships. I, for instance, always tease my husband because his mouth smells of feet, and my friends and I have a great laugh about it. Sometimes we get together at my place and deliberately don't change our shoes and socks and don't wash our feet for days. We take off our shoes and the smell is terrible. And I make my husband think it's his fault, that he hasn't washed his face. We have a great laugh."



In studio, Dr. Meneghin resumed the thread.

"I'd like to conclude with a reflection. The market for female foot deodorants is worth, in Italy, approximately two hundred and forty million euros a year. Two hundred and forty million euros spent modifying reality before the slave comes into contact with it. I wonder — and I ask the same of my colleagues — whether we are not confusing the mistress's comfort with the slave's comfort. Because the mistress doesn't need the deodorant. The slave does. And the slave," she said, removing her glasses for a moment, "should not need anything."

Prof. Savo nodded with the gravity of a verdict.

Dr. Lenti was already writing something on her phone.



The presenter summed up with the professional neutrality of one who has learned not to take sides on air.

"An open debate, then, reflecting a real division in the country. The Institute's data will be published in full on the Ministry of the Family's website from Monday. We note that in the southern regions, where the supremacist tradition is most deeply rooted, the sixty-four percent reduction in deodorant sales corresponds to a twenty-eight percent increase in average mistress satisfaction, according to the same data. The two things," the presenter added, with a pause that was not entirely neutral, "may not be independent."



"Emma is from Reggio Calabria," said Alice.
"I know," said Margherita.
"That's why she doesn't worry."
"That's exactly why," confirmed Margherita. Then, after a pause: "Aldo was mentioning something to me, about the aroma of sex — something of the sort — not just the feet. Our men, tonight, are having a formative experience."

Alice considered this.

"We should thank her."
"We should," said Margherita.



After the regional weather, a regular slot on the afternoon news: Chronicles of the Home, a section devoted to the unusual behaviour of the most noted mistresses.

The presenter handed over to a lifestyle journalist with the satisfied air of someone bearing good news.

"We begin with Senator Valentina Crespi, who caused discussion this week after photos published on social media showed her domestic spouse acting as a lectern during an official press conference at Palazzo Wollstonecraft. The slave, known as Number One owing to the senator's sequential certificate, was naked, kneeling, and slightly reclined to form a Z shape, with the senator's speech resting on his chest, which she read for twenty-two minutes without ever looking down at him."

Images. Indeed: Senator Crespi at the microphone, her speech resting on the kneeling man's back, everything very neat.

"The senator declared: 'It is the most natural position in the world for a slave. I don't understand what there is to discuss. Does the nakedness surprise you? Have you ever put clothes on a lectern?'"

"I agree," said Margherita.
"Me too," said Alice. "Though twenty-two minutes is a long time. How did he manage not to move?"
"Training."
"Or fear."
"Also."



The second item in the segment concerned the singer Fiamma Greco, who during her latest tour at the Palazzo dello Sport Shulamith Firestone had reintroduced a practice abandoned in the nineties: the pillory. During each concert, dozens of slaves were placed in pillories at scattered points among the audience and six on stage, and Fiamma Greco would periodically humiliate them by pressing rotten tomatoes and eggs against their faces, inviting the audience to do the same.

"She declared it was a question of roles," the journalist explained. "Dominating the slaves puts me in touch with my female energy. And it's a form of catharsis."

"Catharsis," repeated Alice.
"Technically correct," said Margherita.

The images showed the audience on its feet, a countdown, and then Fiamma Greco moving past the six bodies with a slow, assured step, eyes closed, hair loose. Applause.

"Six slaves for a single mistress seems extravagant," observed Alice.
"She's a singer. She can afford it."



The Talk Show

They had stayed at Margherita's. The men had come back from Emma's at a quarter past nine — punctual, silent, tired from work and without the energy to talk — and now Aldo was in the kitchen tidying up while Tommaso massaged Alice's feet on the sofa. Margherita had switched on the television without watching it, then turned up the volume.

"Wait," she said.



On channel three, Point and New Paragraph had just begun — the Wednesday evening political talk show. The presenter, Rossella Fari, was a woman in her fifties with black hair and the jawline of someone who has never lost a debate in her life. She sat at the centre of a semicircular table with three guests to her left and two to her right, like a presiding judge who had decided to go into journalism.

The title of the episode was emblazoned on the screen behind her: THE UNSOLD — SOCIAL PROBLEM, OR THEIR PROBLEM?

"Good question," said Margherita.

Tommaso didn't slow down.



The presenter opened with the voice of someone pretending not to have already decided.

"Good evening. Tonight we discuss a divisive topic: the so-called unsold — men who have completed their training at the Centres without being purchased, and who currently live and work under the Centres' authority in reclassification status. There are approximately forty-two thousand of them in Italy. The question we ask tonight is simple: do they have rights? And if so, which ones?"

Pause.

"Or rather," added one guest, with a tone that feigned adding a possibility while actually closing down the discussion, "is the question itself misframed?"

"She's already answered," said Alice.
"Let's listen — it's interesting," said Margherita.



To the left of the presenter sat the two supremacist guests. Hon. Carla Testori, MP for the Movement for Female Sovereignty, platinum hair, large earrings, the smile of someone who knows she has the numbers in the chamber. Beside her, Prof. Agnese Rulli, Professor of Philosophy of Law at the University of Turin, more austere, less given to smiling, fulfilling the function of providing Hon. Testori's position with a theoretical foundation that Hon. Testori had never found necessary.

To the right, the two moderatists. Sen. Giovanna Merli, group leader of the Democratic Feminine Party, grey suit, expression prepared to absorb blows. And Dr. Paola Sberna, president of the Association A Voice for Them Too, red hair, a brooch bearing a symbol no one in the studio had thought to ask about, a notepad on the table that she would never open.

"The one with the brooch," said Alice.
"I see her too," said Margherita.



"Before we get into the legal substance," said Rossella Fari, "I'd like the audience to understand concretely what we're discussing. Hon. Testori, could you describe the current condition of the unsold in the Centres?"

Hon. Testori nodded with the obligingness of someone who finds the question very straightforward.

"Gladly. A reclassified man loses his number — which was his identifier during the display period — and receives a grey smock. He is assigned to internal service work: cleaning, logistics, maintenance. Specifically, he manages trolleys of towels, crates of materials, and the floors of the rooms. He participates in the collection and preparation of materials for the aromatic endurance trials."

"He handles the socks," said Alice under her breath.
"Among other things," said Margherita.

"There is also," continued Hon. Testori, "his mandatory attendance at the handover ceremonies for purchased men. He stands at the back of the room, in a row, in silence, and watches. The Centre's brochure calls this practice a 'motivational function.' I call it honesty: look at what you could have been. Look at what you can still become, if you make the effort. This is followed by a ritual punishment with a belt — ten strokes."

"Appalling," said Sen. Merli.
"Effective," said Hon. Testori.



"He must also," added Prof. Rulli in an academic tone, "read aloud, on a weekly basis, a list of qualities for which the purchased men were chosen, and present a formal request for redemption and forgiveness to the Centre's director for having failed to meet the standard. If the redemption proposal is judged insufficient, a daily corporal punishment proportional to the inadequacy of the re-educational proposal is administered. It is an exercise in self-awareness."

Sen. Merli was already opening her mouth.

"Exercise in self-awareness," she repeated, with a controlled voice barely concealing something far less controlled. "An adult man who reads aloud every week about why he wasn't bought, and is belted for it."

"Yes," said Prof. Rulli.
"And this strikes you as normal."
"Does it strike you as abnormal?" said Hon. Testori, with the genuine curiosity of someone unable to imagine the contrary answer.



Alice had stopped watching the television and was looking at Margherita. "Did you know about this?"
"About the redemption and forgiveness process? Yes. I told you about it when you came to the Centre with Bianca."
"I didn't remember it quite like that."
"How did you remember it?"
Alice thought about it. "I didn't remember it at all."
Margherita moved her gaze back to the screen. "That's exactly the point."



Dr. Sberna had been waiting for the right moment. "May I?"
"Please," said Rossella Fari.
"What we are describing is a regime of systematic, permanent humiliation applied to men who have committed no offence. Their only fault is not having been chosen. By a mechanism," she added, her voice trying to stay steady, "they did not choose themselves."

"They chose to enter the Centre," said Hon. Testori.
"At eighteen, with what alternatives?"
"The same alternatives as always: the family of origin, for as long as the mother or sister supports them in informal assignment. It is a choice."
"It is a choice between two forms of dependency."
"Yes," said Hon. Testori simply. "Welcome to the world."



"There is, however, a release mechanism," said Rossella Fari. "The Second Chance scheme. Could you explain it, Professor Rulli?"

Prof. Rulli adjusted her glasses. "Every month of grey service accumulates merit points, calculated on punctuality, performance, and volume of work done. Upon reaching the threshold — currently set at nine hundred points — the reclassified man is entitled to a second display week, with a new number and the designation 'retrained' on his personal file. Some buyers specifically seek out these profiles: they cost less, and they tend to apply themselves with above-average dedication."

"How long does it take, on average, to reach nine hundred points?" asked the presenter.

"It depends on performance. The average is twenty-three months."

"Nearly two years in a grey smock," said Sen. Merli.
"Nearly two years for a second chance," said Hon. Testori.



"And if the second trial doesn't lead to purchase?" asked Rossella Fari.

"Points begin accumulating again from zero," said Prof. Rulli.

Brief silence.

"Indefinitely?" said Sen. Merli.
"The system sets no limit."

Sen. Merli looked at the table. Dr. Sberna was writing something on the notepad she had said she wouldn't open.



"Margherita," said Alice.
"Yes."
"If Tommaso had been unsold. What would you have done?"

Margherita didn't answer immediately. On the television, Prof. Rulli was explaining something about the point calculation criteria.

"Tommaso knows his place," she said at last. "That's why he was purchased."

Alice looked at her. "I didn't ask that."
"I answered anyway." Margherita turned to her son, who was working in silence with that steady pressure he had learned — in part — from his father. "Tommaso."

He raised his eyes.

"Show Mistress Alice that you know your place."



Tommaso set Alice's foot gently on the rug, lowered himself, and pressed his lips to it. Not a kiss: something slower, more considered — the kind of contact that has no hurry because it has nothing to prove, and proves it by that very fact. Then he moved up, toe by toe, with his father's same calm method and something more that his father didn't have — that attentiveness, that synchrony with the breathing he had learned at the Centre and that Avv. Russo found excessive, and which was instead precisely the reason Alice had never regretted the purchase for a single moment.

When he finished, he remained in the waiting position, eyes downcast, with the composed air of someone who has done the right thing and does not need to be told so.

Alice said nothing for a few seconds.

"Understood," she said then.

Margherita enjoyed the scene with the silent satisfaction of someone who has raised something good and knows it shows. "A man who knows what he does finds a woman who wants him as a slave," she said. "The problem with the unsold is not the system — it's them. The more they're belted, the faster they straighten out."

"That's not a nice thing to say," said Alice.
"It's the truth," said Margherita.



A street appeared on screen: a street in central Genoa, a red circle marking a point on the pavement.

"Three weeks ago," said the presenter, "on Via Christine de Pizan in Genoa, a reclassified unsold man — out of the Centre on ordinary errands, as permitted by regulations — was invited by a passer-by to kneel. A request, we remind viewers, that is perfectly legal: any woman has the right to require the deferential position from any unassigned man in public space. The man was at first subtly compliant, but then bit the woman on the calf."

"There it is," said Alice.
"That's what happens without a mistress," said Alice.
"That's what happens to certain males who deserve it," said Margherita.



"Hon. Testori?" said the presenter.

"This is precisely what we are talking about. A man without a mistress is a man without structure. Without structure, he deteriorates. Respect for women, kneeling on command, becomes a source of anger and frustration." She paused. "The problem is not that man. The problem is the system that allows him to circulate without assignment. The Centres must function better, the unsold must follow a re-educational programme — and, I would say, a punitive one — that is more rigorous. Being unsold is, for many, the result of the gravest fault: negligence. For the others — I'm sorry, but we cannot be tender with those who lack the substance to be male in a society that sees them as subordinate. We create harmful illusions."

"So the solution is more control, not more rights," said Rossella Fari.

"The solution is to place responsibility on every male for his own integration into the society that regards him as subordinate."



Sen. Merli attempted. "I understand the position, but the Genoa case tells us something else too. It tells us that a man left for years in a state of limbo, without prospects, without assignment, without—"

"It tells us that he bit," said Hon. Testori.

"It tells us that he bit after years of standing at the back of the ceremony room, weekly pardons, grey smocks and trolleys. It tells us that an excess of humiliation does not produce the desired effects."

"Humiliation," said Prof. Rulli with extreme calm, "is the condition the male must learn to accept. Those who cannot, in good faith or bad, must be punished and kept at a remove."

Sen. Merli opened her mouth. Closed it.



Rossella Fari waited for the murmur to settle. Then she turned to Sen. Merli, looking at her as if she had been waiting for this moment since the start of the programme.

"Senator, I have a direct question. The man from Via Christine de Pizan is thirty-two years old. Six years of display, never purchased, eighteen months in a grey smock. He underwent the Second Chance programme once with no result and was accumulating points toward a second attempt." Pause. "Would you let someone like that suck your little toe?"

Sen. Merli stiffened slightly. "This question is not—"
"It's a simple question. Yes or no."
"It is not relevant to the legal debate."
"It is entirely relevant," said Rossella Fari, with the gentleness of someone tightening a grip. "Because you are arguing that this man should have the right to refuse deference in public space. I am asking you whether you, personally, would trust him with your little toe. It is a question of consistency."

Silence.

"It is not a matter of personal trust," said Sen. Merli. "It is a matter of principle."

"The principle," said Hon. Testori, "is that she wouldn't let someone like that near her little toe. And she'd be absolutely right."

"I did not say—"
"You didn't say yes," observed Rossella Fari.

Sen. Merli looked at the table. Then the camera. Then the table again.

"The matter is more complex than that."

"Sometimes the problem is seeing complexity where there isn't any," said Hon. Testori, and this time she was genuinely smiling.



"If we listen to certain people," said Margherita at the television, "before long we'll find males on the streets ready to attack us, the way it used to be in prehistoric times, when males were left in a feral state and used to assault us."



Rossella Fari wrapped up with the barely veiled satisfaction of someone who has steered the programme exactly where she wanted.

"To summarise. On one side, the position of the Movement for Female Sovereignty: no autonomous rights for unassigned men, a rigorous rehabilitation regime, investment in the support network and periodic auctions. On the other, the position of the Democratic Feminine Party: a minimum framework of guarantees, within the existing legal order. And finally," — she turned to Dr. Sberna — "the position of the Association A Voice for Them Too: a constitutional appeal, the right to refuse deference, autonomous legal personhood." Pause. "Three positions. One evening."

Dr. Sberna was typing something on her phone. Probably a press release.

Sen. Merli was gathering her notes with the air of someone who has lost with dignity and knows that dignity counts for nothing in the polls.

Hon. Testori was speaking quietly with Prof. Rulli, laughing at something.

"Next week," said Rossella Fari in closing, "we will discuss proposals to reform the auction system: minimum prices, post-sale guarantees, and the controversial Ferretti amendment proposing the public purchase of unsold men over forty by municipal authorities. Goodnight."

Closing music.



Margherita switched off the television.

"The Ferretti amendment," said Alice.
"I heard it."
"Public purchase of slaves by local councils."
"Yes."
Alice looked at Tommaso, waiting in silence. "As municipal foot-lickers?"
"I assume," said Margherita. "Councils have offices. Offices have staff. Staff have feet."

She thought for a moment.

"Not a bad idea," she said. "But it's not our concern."

She stood up. "Tommaso, see Alice to her taxi. Aldo, come with me."

She turned off the living room light.

The Ferretti Amendment

The circular had arrived on Tuesday morning, filed at 8:47 a.m., subject: Implementation of the Ferretti Amendment — L. 23/2026 — Operational Provisions for the Integration of S.A.R.P. Personnel into Municipal Roles. Four pages, three annexes.

Dr. Cristina Fumagalli, Director of the General Services division of the Municipality of Milan, had read it twice over a still-hot coffee, then printed it, then called a meeting for eleven.

She had also, between the second reading and the printing, smiled. A brief thing, almost imperceptible, the kind one doesn't let colleagues see.



The General Services division occupied the fourth floor of Palazzo Sforza-Attendolo, at 14 Via Olympe de Gouges. Sixteen staff: eleven women, five men. The five men were all assigned — three with regular certificates, one in informal assignment to a co-habiting mother, one recently purchased by a sister-in-law and still in an adjustment period — and performed support duties: archive, protocol, photocopying, external errands.

Their office was at the far end of the corridor, beside the large printer, a room that had originally been a stationery storeroom, converted without anyone having changed the infrastructure: no windows, no air conditioning — that stopped two doors earlier, at the registry office — and five chairs in total for five people, of which two were broken, since the replacement request had been on the procurement waiting list since March of the previous year. Stefano and Giorgio, when the departmental meeting was called over the intercom, sat on the floor with their backs against the archive cabinet, because it was the only point in the room where the floor wasn't damp.

On the door, a laminated plaque: Serviceable Services Centre.

The meeting room, across the corridor, had three glass walls overlooking the Bastioni, a plant no one remembered ordering, and a constant temperature of twenty-two degrees year-round. It belonged to the directors, and was furnished with armchairs.



At five to eleven, the staff were already seated. At eleven o'clock precisely, Dr. Fumagalli entered with the printed circular and a second woman no one had seen before: forty-five, short hair, blue suit, a slim folder under her arm.

"Good morning. Allow me to introduce Dr. Ilaria Sanna, Regional Coordinator for the implementation of the Ferretti Amendment. She is here to set out the operational guidelines. Then we'll move to practical questions."

Dr. Sanna opened the folder. "Thank you. I'll be brief, because the provision is simpler than the press has made it seem. The Ferretti Amendment allows municipalities with more than fifty thousand inhabitants to request the assignment of Subordinate Auxiliary Role Personnel, acronym S.A.R.P. — that is, men reclassified by the Centres who are over forty years of age — for support duties in offices. The assignment is free for the first twelve months, after which the municipality may proceed to purchase at a regulated price, or return the subject to the Centre."

"Regulated by how much?" said one of the staff.

"Sixty percent of the list price, with a further fifteen percent reduction for each year of continuous service in the institution."

Someone took notes.



"The duties set out," continued Dr. Sanna, "are supplementary to those already performed by existing male staff. Archive, protocol, errands, and cleaning of common areas remain the responsibility of the male employees already in post." She opened the second sheet. "S.A.R.P. personnel are contractually required to perform personal support functions for female staff of established grade, within the limits set out in the attached job description. The job description," she added, in a neutral tone, but after a significant pause, "includes care for the psychological wellbeing of senior female staff during working hours, with the specific aim of facilitating the release of tension." Another pause. "This care extends, within the practical limits of the circumstances, to all female employees."

Silence in the room.

"What exactly does that mean?" said Dr. Fumagalli, in the voice of someone who already knows and wants to hear it said.

"It means that you only need to snap your fingers and they have to fall to their knees and lick your feet — by law," general laughter. "The job description is attached to the circular," continued Dr. Sanna, once the silence had reassembled. "It is detailed."

Dr. Fumagalli opened Annex B.

She read it in silence for about thirty seconds. Then she passed it to the colleague on her left, Dr. Carla Brenna, head of the registry office, who read it in turn and passed it on without comment, with the neutral expression of someone processing information.



Annex B — S.A.R.P. Personnel Job Description

Personal support functions:

S.A.R.P. personnel are required to perform, manually and orally, every duty aimed at the hygiene, refreshment, and general wellbeing of the feet of the female employee; they are required to make frequent gestures expressing radical subordination toward the same, and to provide immediate satisfaction of every verbal and non-verbal request from female staff. Requests exceeding statutory limits incur an administrative penalty for the employee, without thereby relieving S.A.R.P. personnel of the obligation of immediate compliance. While senior management has priority rights over S.A.R.P. usage, all female personnel, without exception, may make use of them within the time limits dictated by practical circumstances.

Duties are specifically as follows:

a) plantar and digital massage on request from the established-grade female employee, to be administered at the workstation or in a dedicated space. Where execution in a dedicated space during a work break is requested, a duration of no more than twenty minutes is suggested; no time limits are set or suggested for the use of S.A.R.P. personnel during the employee's working hours;

b) licking and kissing of the employee's foot, including particular attention to the toes and sole, to be understood as a daily refreshment duty regardless of the hygienic or olfactory conditions of the foot itself;

c) maintenance pedicure, application of creams, removal of calluses, within the limits of the competencies certified by the Centre of origin;

d) every further form of respect and submission toward female staff, in accordance with internal regulations.



"The internal regulations," said Dr. Brenna, who had read the sheet twice, "cover the sexual use of the foot-licker?"

"The provision is deliberately ambiguous, but intimate and personal use of S.A.R.P. personnel is common practice and an encouraged norm," said Dr. Sanna. "One simply advises using the designated separate facilities, so as not to distract staff who are working."



The practical questions were many and precise, the tone striving to remain professional.

How many foot-lickers did an office of their size receive? One per eight established-grade staff, rounded up: two, in their case. Where would they sleep? The municipality was required to provide accommodation in a facility or reimburse external accommodation costs: generally a room in the basement, suitably equipped. Could they be assigned to specific staff or were they shared? Shared for ordinary duties, assignable on a preferential basis for personal support functions, on submission of form PR-7. Form PR-7 was in Annex C.

Dr. Fumagalli made a note. Then she said: "The male colleagues currently in post — those who are assigned — how do they integrate with S.A.R.P. personnel?"

"They don't integrate," said Dr. Sanna. "S.A.R.P. personnel are of purely auxiliary rank. They have no seniority rights, do not attend meetings, have no access to restricted areas. Assigned colleagues retain their positions. They are distinct categories."

"So our current colleagues stay where they are."
"Exactly."
"And the new personnel arrive in addition."
"In addition."

Dr. Fumagalli noted something further. "Good," she said. "We'll complete the registration form this afternoon."

At quarter past twelve, the meeting was dissolved. At twenty past twelve, Dr. Fumagalli summoned the five male colleagues to the meeting room — unusual, since communications to support colleagues normally went by email or internal note left on the desk.

The five entered in a row, cautiously — alarmed at the prospect of bad news, hopeful of good.

Their names were Marco, Luca, Stefano, Giorgio, and Andrea. They had been in service between three and eleven years.

Dr. Fumagalli left them standing. She was an informal, moderatist woman who did not require the ritual kneeling from her ordinary male staff.

"I am informing you," she said, "that the division has joined the integration programme established by the Ferretti Amendment. Within the next thirty days, two foot-lickers will arrive, to be integrated into the office's support duties."

Silence.

Marco, the most senior in service, said: "Foot-lickers, meaning—"

"S.A.R.P. personnel," said Dr. Fumagalli. "Centre reclassifieds. The technical term is that, but we all say foot-lickers — it is literally what they are."

"And indeed they will," she continued, "massage, kiss, and lick feet, and provide every kind of personal support requested by established female staff. Your duties," she added, after a studied pause, "remain unchanged. Naturally, certain more direct requests may decrease in frequency."

Stefano almost imperceptibly raised his head — the only sign that the sentence had registered as good news.

"But don't misunderstand," Dr. Fumagalli added immediately, noting the movement. "A reduction in volume, not in quality. I expect the same deference, the same readiness, in any situation, from each of you who is called upon — at all times, every second we share in this office. And outside of it, frankly. A good habit doesn't unlearn itself because someone else shares it."

No one said anything.

It was at that moment, as she turned slightly toward the window to check the time, that Dr. Fumagalli's right shoe — a low loafer, already not particularly tightly fastened — slipped from her foot and fell with a small, dull thud on the floor.

"Oops," she said, not in the least disconcerted.

Andrea moved before anyone else had time to assess the situation. He knelt, picked up the shoe with both hands, and bent forward to put it back on.

"Wait," said Dr. Fumagalli, before he touched the foot.

He stopped, the shoe still in his hand, suspended.

"Kiss it," she said, with the same tone she would have used to ask for a photocopy to be redone. "Then put my shoe back on."

Andrea lowered his head and pressed his lips to the top of her foot, once, carefully. No one in the room moved. Giorgio was looking at a fixed point on the wall. Marco was looking at Andrea. Stefano was looking at his own desk, empty, where until a minute ago he had thought he might finally breathe a little more freely.

Andrea put the shoe back on, slowly, fastening it with the same precision with which he would have filed a document.

"Good, stay on your knees — I like it," said Dr. Fumagalli, as if nothing had happened. She turned back to the other four. "Giorgio, I thought you had a question."

Giorgio, who had been in service for four years and was the most attentive to nuance, said: "The personal support for senior staff — that was in the job description in—"

"Annex B," said Dr. Fumagalli. "Yes."

Giorgio asked no further questions.

Andrea, who had been purchased by his sister-in-law six months earlier and was still in an adjustment period, looked at the floor. He was clearly calculating something.

"Anything else?" said Dr. Fumagalli.

There was nothing else.

"Good. You may return to your office."

They left in a row, in the same direction they had come from.

Dr. Fumagalli remained alone in the meeting room for a moment. Then she reopened Annex B, and reread item b): licking and kissing of the employee's foot […] daily refreshment duty […] regardless of the hygienic or olfactory conditions of the foot itself.

An unusually inviting circular, she thought, and began to complete form PR-7.

She wrote her name in the Requesting Employee field, then paused at the line Assignment Preferences.

She wrote: Documented experience in advanced pedicure and respiratory listening techniques.

Then she added, after a brief pause: Preference for origin from Centres in the Milan-North circuit.

She closed the form. Outside the window, Via Olympe de Gouges was silent and grey as always.

Inside, it was already afternoon.



After the five had left, while Dr. Fumagalli was gathering the papers, Dr. Brenna came over.

"How many foot-lickers did you ask for?"

"Two. The minimum required for a division of our size."

"We at the registry have asked for three. Marisa says that with the public counter workload, no one should ever be without a foot-licker."

"Have you already completed the form?"

"An hour ago. I wrote that I prefer prior experience — I don't want one who still needs to learn where the toes are."

Dr. Fumagalli smiled.



Dr. Fumagalli's form PR-7 was processed in twelve working days. The Milan-North Centre — the one she had requested in the Preferences box — confirmed the availability of two compatible profiles: a man of forty-three, reclassified six months ago after a display period without result, and a man of forty-nine, reclassified for four years, with a Second Chance score already well advanced.

They arrived on a Thursday morning, accompanied by a Centre representative with a folder of documents who seemed accustomed to the handover. Their names were Paolo and Vincenzo. They were still wearing the grey smock, because the grey smock was not changed until the first confirmed day of service.

Dr. Fumagalli received them in her office, with Dr. Brenna present out of professional curiosity. "Good," she said, scanning the files. "Paolo, forty-three. Advanced pedicure, it says here." "Yes, doctor." "Vincenzo, forty-nine. Plantar massage, level three, and—" she stopped, reread, "—certified experience in respiratory listening." Vincenzo said nothing, but Dr. Brenna raised her eyebrows.

"That's an advanced module," she said.

"It is," confirmed the Centre representative. "Vincenzo did the evening course last year, before reclassification. He didn't need to, but he did it anyway. Let's say he believed in it."

Dr. Fumagalli looked at Vincenzo with fresh interest. "And no one chose you, with a CV like that?"

"Forty-nine years old," said the Centre representative, as if the question answered itself. "The market looks at age before skills. It's a known problem."

"Well," said Dr. Fumagalli, "the Municipality of Milan's market is less superficial."



The two foot-lickers were taken to the office at the end of the corridor — the one without windows — where the five assigned colleagues received them with a mixture of curiosity and discomfort that no one expressed aloud.

Marco pointed out the corner where they left their shirt; going bare-chested was an unwritten rule, but observed by the foot-lickers. Giorgio explained where the water for the foot baths was kept, to be heated every morning before the senior staff arrived. Andrea, who was the youngest, didn't say much.

At noon, Dr. Fumagalli sent an email to the whole office: From today, S.A.R.P. personnel are available for support. For massage or assistance requests, complete the internal form and send to Brenna C. For informal requests during working hours, address directly.

The first request arrived at 14:10. It was not formal.

Dr. Brenna appeared at the door of the windowless office, removed a shoe with the practical gesture of someone who has done it in other contexts and thinks nothing of it, and said: "Vincenzo. I've heard good things about you."

Vincenzo rose from the corner where he was sitting in waiting, without asking questions, and knelt.

The five assigned colleagues continued to work, each watching their own screen with varying degrees of discretion.

"Come."

Vincenzo rose, without asking questions, and followed her.

The reserved area was at the far end of the opposite corridor, beside the meeting room with windows — a small but carefully appointed space, designed specifically for the break time of established female staff: a cream-coloured reclining armchair, a padded footrest, soft adjustable lighting controlled by a wall switch, and a small diffuser spreading a constant, gentle scent of lavender. On the walls, two abstract pictures chosen — according to the plaque — "to promote relaxation of senior personnel." A soft rug covered the floor at the centre of the room, the only place on the entire floor not laid with standard municipal carpet.

Dr. Brenna sank into the armchair with the sigh of someone who knows that space well. "Here," she said, indicating the rug in front of her.

Vincenzo knelt.

"Remove my shoes," she said; he did so and set them aside with a practical but elegant gesture, of someone who has done it many times. Then she rested one foot on the footrest, and extended the other toward Vincenzo. "Respiratory listening," she said. "Show me."

Vincenzo took the foot in his hands with the care of someone who knows that this is the opportunity he has been waiting for years — not for the foot itself, but for the chance to show that the evening course had not been wasted. He began at the heel, with his mouth, slowly, synchronising his rhythm with Dr. Brenna's breathing, which at first she did not notice.

She noticed after thirty seconds, when she observed that each time she exhaled for longer, he also slowed, as if in waiting.

"Interesting," she said.

She continued breathing normally, then, deliberately, held her breath for a few seconds. Vincenzo stopped immediately, waiting, his lips still against the heel, without moving.

"You really did study," said Dr. Brenna, with a note of genuine surprise in her voice.

"Yes, doctor."

"For whom, if no one had bought you yet?"

Vincenzo didn't answer immediately. Then he said, in the voice of someone who had long since decided how to answer this question if it were ever asked: "For when it happened."

Dr. Brenna looked at him for a moment longer than necessary.

"Continue," she said.

From the adjacent desk, Marco observed the scene out of the corner of his eye, then returned to his files. He had been in service eleven years, had a mother who had informally assigned him to an aunt for a period before his permanent transfer, and had never done an evening course in his life.

It had never seemed necessary.

For the first time in a long while, he wondered if he had got something wrong.

An evening between friends

Emma had kept them until nine, as promised. Aldo and Tommaso had come back on time, quiet, carrying that docile exhaustion of men who have worked well and know it. Margherita had sent them to tidy the kitchen without asking questions — questions are for the morning, when tiredness has given way to clarity — and now she and Alice were alone on the sofa, wine open, television on at low volume.

"Emma didn't go easy on them," said Alice.

"Emma never goes easy on anyone. It's her main virtue."

"And her second?"

"She hasn't washed her feet since Thursday. On principle."

Alice laughed. Then she stayed quiet for a moment, with an expression Margherita recognized immediately — the one people wear when they're about to say something and are still deciding whether to.

"Can I confess something stupid?"

"Stupid things are the most interesting."

"I had a strange idea." Alice turned her glass between her fingers. "Buying foot deodorant. I know, I know what you're about to say — it's modernist nonsense, it's spoiling the slave, the whole debate we saw on television. But I got this curiosity. Actually, this urge. To have fresh feet." A pause. "Who would ever have wanted that, before hearing about it? And yet here I am."

Margherita looked at her with the benevolent expression of someone bearing good news.

"Luckily for you," she said, "you're no longer in time to satisfy this mad curiosity."

"What?"

"They've been banned. Female foot deodorants. Gone from production since the first of the year."

Alice opened her mouth, then closed it. "Seriously?"

"Seriously. However." Margherita raised a finger. "Now you can buy natural aroma enhancers."

Silence.

"Meaning," said Alice slowly, "a cream that makes them smell even worse."

"Exactly."

"And that's supposed to be the good news."

"That's the wonderful news. Wait here."

Margherita got up and disappeared toward the bathroom. She came back with a white tube, minimal design, no flashy writing — the kind of packaging that looks pharmaceutical and turns out to be something else entirely. She sat down, unscrewed the cap and massaged the cream onto her left foot with the focused attention of someone applying a face mask. Then she replaced the cap and waited.

"How long does it take?" asked Alice.

"Two minutes."

A minute passed. Then Alice made a face.

She didn't say anything at first — the face spoke for her, one of those involuntary expressions that precede thought. Her nostrils tightened, her eyebrows went up, her mouth curved into a brief and honest grimace.

"Ugh," she said. "That's disgusting." And then, after a pause in which the disgust already seemed to be giving way to something else: "Thank God I was born a woman."

Margherita laughed.

Time passed. The wine. A few words about nothing. On the television, a documentary neither of them was watching. And meanwhile, without Alice naming it, the grimace loosened, and in its place settled something harder to define.

"Though," said Alice at a certain point, almost to herself. "You get used to it quickly."

"Yes."

"It's strange." Alice turned toward Margherita's foot with an expression that was trying to stay neutral and not entirely succeeding. "I'm almost curious." A pause. "Let me smell it."

"Of course, darling." Margherita extended her foot toward her with the ease of someone offering a biscuit. "My foot is all yours. Help yourself."

Alice leaned in. She sniffed — a short, controlled breath, from someone who wants to understand without admitting they want to understand. Then a second breath, less controlled than the first.

"You know," she said, in a voice that had shifted register without warning, "the life of men can't be all that bad." Margherita's toes were right there in front of her, and she touched them almost without noticing. "What a soft, lovely little foot you have." Another pause, longer. "Would you mind if I—" She stopped. Shook her head. "What stupid ideas I get."

"Go ahead," said Margherita.

"It's not strange?"

"If you're worried about becoming a little bit of a man," said Margherita with a smile, "I'll give you a little kiss afterward. To restore your femininity."

"So I can?"

"Go on."

The first kiss was tentative — lips barely resting, more a question than a gesture. Then a pause. Then another, less uncertain. Then another still. Then a slow lick, and an involuntary sound — mmmhhh — that was not disgust.

Then she came back up. They looked at each other. Then they stopped looking at each other in the way two friends look at each other and began looking at each other in a different way, and the wine was still on the table and the television was still on but neither of them paid it any attention for quite some time.



Later, in the quiet that returned, Margherita picked up the tube from the coffee table and turned it in her fingers.

"Let me tell you what's in it," she said.

Alice looked at her from the cushion.

"A studied combination. Selected bacteria to intensify the aroma — you'd already worked that out. But there's something else. Pheromones. Synthetic, but identical to natural ones."

"Pheromones," Alice repeated.

"On males the effects are two. First: aphrodisiac — more powerful than anything I've ever seen on the market. This first effect works also on women. The second doesn’t." Margherita paused a moment, the way you savor a piece of news before delivering it. "They trigger a submissive instinct. Not conditioned, not trained — visceral. As if something ancient in their nervous system falls into position before the brain has said a single word."

Alice was quiet for a few seconds.

"And you haven't tried it on yours yet?"

"I can't wait," said Margherita.



On the television, meanwhile, the documentary had shifted tone. Images from a laboratory — white floors, lab coats, screens full of color graphs. A voiceover explained the synthesis process, the molecular stability of pheromones at room temperature, the absorption curve through the mucous membranes. Then the images became more concrete: a man, in a domestic environment reconstructed for the experiment, encountering for the first time a treated foot belonging to a woman he had already known for months. The camera was fixed. There was no editing.

The two women watched in silence.

"Notice," said the voiceover, "how spontaneous service behaviors appear on average within ninety seconds of exposure, without any verbal instruction. The subject has not been conditioned to this specific response. The response simply emerges."

Alice crossed her legs. "Ninety seconds."

"On average," said Margherita.



After the documentary, without a break, a studio interview appeared on screen. The journalist had short hair and the air of someone who had prepared the difficult questions. Across from her sat Hon. Cristina Ferretti, MP for the Movement for Female Sovereignty, lead signatory of the proposal to ban deodorants and then, surprisingly to many, lead signatory also of the law authorizing the aroma enhancers.

"Honorable," said the journalist, "some find your position contradictory. You fought hard against foot deodorants, on the grounds that spoiling the slave is wrong in principle. And yet you supported this product, which in a sense reduces his olfactory discomfort — assuming he has any. How do you respond?"

Hon. Ferretti nodded, like someone who had expected exactly that question.

"I respond with a fundamental distinction. The issue has never been the slave's comfort in itself. The issue is the maintenance of social order. The hierarchy — woman in command, man in her service — is not a detail, it is the load-bearing structure of everything else. Everything else must be secondary." She adjusted her jacket. "Deodorant broke that hierarchy because it intervened in reality to protect the slave's sensibility. It put his discomfort at the center. The aroma enhancer does the opposite: it intervenes in reality to deepen his submission. If in the process the slave suffers less — fine. That isn't the point. The point is that he is more submissive, not less. And this," she concluded, with the simplicity of someone who has been waiting the whole interview to say one thing, "changes everything."

"So male wellbeing is neither a goal nor a problem, for you," said the journalist.

"It's an irrelevant variable," said Hon. Ferretti. "If it increases alongside submission, I have no objection. If it decreases alongside submission, I have no objection either. What matters is the direction of the arrow."



After the interview, without a cut, a woman with grey hair appeared on screen, with the air of someone who has spent decades explaining obvious things to people who didn't want to understand them. The caption read Prof. Ida Catalano — Applied Biochemistry, University of Bologna.

"What strikes me about this debate," said the professor, in the calm tone of someone who has given up on polemic without giving up on clarity, "is the hostility toward everything artificial. I understand it, partly — it comes from a noble place. We don't want to spoil the slave, we don't want to interfere with a hierarchy built on natural foundations. I share the principle."

A pause.

"But then I look around, and I wonder: what is the world we live in made of? Are the Training Centers natural? Are the conditioning protocols natural? The variable-ratio reinforcement we've seen demonstrated in a thousand seminars — is that natural?" She shook her head, without irritation. "The modern world is artificial by definition. We decided, a long time ago, to intervene in reality to build something better. We do it with agriculture, with medicine, with architecture. We do it with the Centers. We do it with behavioral training programs." She adjusted her glasses. "Why should we stop doing it precisely here? Why should biochemistry be the exception? A bacterium selected to intensify a natural aroma is no more artificial than a vaccine. A synthetic pheromone is no more artificial than a pharmaceutical drug. The difference is that it works better than many things we have accepted without question."

The journalist nodded. "So your position is that opposition to the product is, at bottom, irrational."

"My position," said the professor precisely, "is that opposition to the product confuses the means with the end. The end is the hierarchy. The means, in this case, is exceptionally effective. Rejecting it because it's artificial is like rejecting antibiotics because they're not field herbs." She paused briefly. "Field herbs, incidentally, we have been selectively breeding for centuries. A truly natural world has never existed. There are only choices — more or less conscious — about how to intervene in it."



Margherita turned off the television.

The house was quiet. From the kitchen came no more sounds — Aldo and Tommaso had finished and retired, as is proper, without asking questions.

"Tomorrow," said Alice, looking at the white tube still on the coffee table, "I need to get one of these."

"I'll give you one," said Margherita. "I have three in reserve."

"Three."

"I'm careful."

Alice picked up the tube, turned it in her fingers the way Margherita had before. She set it back on the table.

"Ninety seconds," she said.

"On average," Margherita said again.

And turned off the light.
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