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Job interview and first duties

The waiting room of the Golden Water Lilies Home had the kind of silence that is never truly silence: the faint hum of the air conditioning, the ticking of an antique clock on the wall, the held breath of five men sitting on straight-backed wooden chairs, trying not to look at each other.

They had been summoned for nine o'clock. It was nine twenty-two.

No one had dared to complain.

The corridor was long, the walls lined with light-colored panels bearing framed photographs of the most distinguished residents — imposing matrons, slight elderly women with austere expressions, smiling women without teeth. Below each portrait, a gold plaque with a name and title.

At nine twenty-seven, the door at the end of the corridor opened.

It was not a sharp sound. It was almost gentle, that creak — as if the door itself wanted to prepare them for something for which there was no real preparation.

Dr. Serena Alcini emerged without hurry.

Forty-two years old, dark hair pinned up with that calculated nonchalance that requires at least twenty minutes of work, an anthracite suit that followed her curves with the discretion of a trusted accomplice. She walked on heels as if the floor owed her something.

She stopped in the center of the room. Crossed her arms. Smiled.

It was the kind of smile that makes you look away.

«Welcome to the Golden Water Lilies.» Her voice was low, measured, almost affectionate — the voice of someone who has never needed to raise it. «I am Director Alcini. Today I will assign your roles. The procedure is simple: I call you one at a time, you speak with me, and I decide.»

Pause.

«Those who behave well will get the position they deserve.»

Shorter pause.

«Those who behave like idiots will too.»

No one laughed. It was the kind of remark that doesn't invite laughter.



The first was called Davide. Twenty-eight years old, high cheekbones, shoulders that had frequented the gym with more consistency than his résumé. He entered with the step of someone used to being looked at who has long since stopped minding.

Dr. Alcini was seated behind the desk, but she stood as soon as he crossed the threshold.

This surprised him. High-ranking women did not stand for male subordinates — it was a well-known norm, consolidated over centuries, written into the behavior of anyone who had something to lose. He interpreted it as a good sign.

«Davide.» She said it the way you say the name of someone you've known for years, with that familiarity that hasn't been earned but is simply taken. She extended her hand — almost collegial, palm sideways, not the top-down look he would have expected — and he shook it with a half-smile.

«Sit, sit.»

He sat. She remained standing, moved to the window, her back to him, looking at the garden. There was something theatrical about the gesture, but it was an enveloping theater — the kind you don't recognize as such until it's too late.

«I've read your file,» she said. «Excellent. Truly excellent.» She turned toward him with a warm, almost conspiratorial smile. «You are exactly the type I was looking for a certain role.»

«Really, Doctor?»

«Really.» She approached the desk, placed her palms on the surface, leaned toward him with a confidence that was already almost intimacy. «But I need to assess a few things in person. Would you mind standing up for a moment?»

He stood.

«The shirt,» she said, in the same tone one uses to ask someone to open a window.

«Excuse me?»

«The shirt. Take it off, please.»

Davide hesitated exactly two seconds — enough time to understand that hesitating was not an option — then began unbuttoning it. The doctor watched him with an expression halfway between professional interest and something far less professional. When he slipped it off, she circled slowly around him, ran a finger along his shoulder, traced the line of his trapezius in silent attention, the way one evaluates something that might be worth acquiring.

«Mmh,» she said. «Yes. Definitely yes.»

Davide already had a smile on his lips. He was deciding how to tell his friends.

She came back to face him, placed an open hand on his chest — gently, almost maternally — and looked him in the eyes from close range. «It would be a real shame if your fine physique didn't find adequate use.» She bit her lower lip slightly: a small, perfectly calculated gesture.

He blushed. Embarrassed and pleased at the same time, in the way only men convinced they are winning know how to be embarrassed.

«For this reason,» she continued, with that low voice that seemed on the verge of revealing a secret, «it will be essential that you learn to show the proper deference to women. Women are never greeted standing — one kneels. And when it comes to direct superiors, one kisses their feet. But you will learn this soon enough.» A pause. «Only after that will I have every pleasure in putting your natural gifts to good use.»

Davide opened his mouth. The smile was still there, but it was beginning to look like a question.

«Put your shirt back on.»

He looked at her.

«The shirt, Davide.»

He put it back on in silence, slowly, one button at a time, while the smile dissolved without finding anywhere to go.

Dr. Alcini returned to the desk, opened the folder, drew a line with a red pen — a precise, almost satisfied gesture.

«Sanitation department, basement level. Shift A, from six in the morning. Empty the bedpans, clean the facilities, and personally attend to the bathrooms in corridor C, which houses the residents with the most… lively intestinal issues.» She added a note in the margin. «Six months. Then we'll see if the arrogance has passed.»

«But I thought—»

«Yes,» she said, with an ironic smile. «That is exactly the problem.»



The second was called Filippo, and had evidently spent the previous half hour imagining the worst, trying to avoid it at all costs, with anxiety and awkwardness.

He approached bent over.

Not enough to touch the floor, but enough to not look like a man walking — rather something between a comma and a question mark, a bodily architecture that communicated total surrender. He approached the desk with short, uncertain steps, eyes fixed on the parquet. When he was close enough, his legs gave way — or perhaps he decided to let them — and he found himself on his knees with a dull thud that made the floor vibrate.

Then he lowered his head until his forehead brushed the wood. Then pressed it against the wood. Then inched forward a few centimeters, as if even that remaining distance was too much.

And indeed, once close enough, he slipped off her right shoe, took the foot that the Doctor had extended toward him and placed a delicate kiss on it.

Then he began to speak, his voice muffled by the parquet.

«I am unworthy of being in Your presence, Doctor. I am less than the dust You tread upon — indeed, I am less than the dust that dust treads upon. I am an object, a thing, a nothing with an administrative name. Your will is my only reason for existing, Your gaze is my only light—»

He interrupted himself to kiss the foot he still held in his hands. He writhed with movements that evoked something vaguely reptilian — they served no purpose in terms of movement, for he remained exactly where he was, yet he put considerable energy into them.

«I implore,» he resumed, «with every fiber of my miserable, unworthy, useless—»

He pressed his lips to the doctor's foot again, this time in a repeated and frantic manner.

«Don't be shy, you may lick it,» said Dr. Alcini.

And Filippo began to lick eagerly.

«And tell me: what does my foot taste like?»

«Sublime, wonderful,» he answered without hesitation, «sweet as honey, delicate as roses—»

«OK, you've drooled enough. Put my shoe back on immediately and stand up.» She interrupted him sharply.

Filippo raised his forehead. He looked at her with the eyes of a dog that doesn't know if it has done a good thing or a bad thing.

«Stand up immediately. You could damage the floor with your knees. It's antique oak.»

He rose with the awkwardness of someone not sure that standing up was the right answer. His forehead was flushed and he had an air of feverish expectation.

The doctor observed him with an expression that was almost tenderness — the kind of tenderness reserved for particularly confused domestic animals.

«Filippo,» she said. «Exemplary demonstration of submission. You followed my directives on greeting your superiors to the letter, you are a very humble man. Do you know what one does with humility?»

«One… one honors one's superiors, Doctor?»

«One encourages it.» She smiled, and it was a smile as sweet as honey on a trap. «Humility is a precious virtue. It must be cultivated, nurtured. One cannot let a soul so—» she searched for the word, found it «—so flexible rust away in some office making photocopies.»

Filippo looked on the verge of tears of gratitude.

«For this reason I am assigning you to the personal assistance of the residents of the Primrose ward. Eleven ladies, between eighty-two and ninety-seven years of age, with very specific needs. Very intimate needs. Baths, therapeutic massages, overnight assistance.» She drew her line. «Mrs. Genziana, in particular, has difficulty resting and very much appreciates company.»

Pause.

«Mrs. Genziana is ninety-four years old, doesn't hear well from one ear, and has cold feet with thick nails.» Shorter pause. «You will reserve for her every day the same attentions and the same devotion you showed me just now.»

«I-I—»

«Humility must be encouraged,» she repeated, with the satisfaction of someone who has found exactly the right match. «Next.»



The next two — a certain Matteo with a forelock and a certain Andrea with glasses — came in separately but with the same identical expression: that of someone who has understood there is no right answer and yet cannot stop looking for one.

Matteo tried the middle path. He bowed at an imprecise angle, said something vague about respect and professionalism, tried to seem neither too confident nor too prostrate — an impossible balance that made him seem merely indecisive.

Dr. Alcini interrupted him after thirty seconds, with the benevolence of someone sparing another person further effort.

«Laundry. Night shift. The residents' sheets are changed every day. There are forty-eight beds.»

«But I have a degree in—»

«Indeed,» she said, making a note in the margin, «let's also add the reorganization of the archive. It's in the basement. There are no windows, but there is fluorescent lighting.» Pause. «It almost always works.»

Andrea with glasses went for humor. He said something about being happy to be of service, accompanying the phrase with a little smile intended to be disarming — the kind of smile that in his experience had often worked.

The doctor looked at him for a long moment. Not the look of someone reflecting: the look of someone waiting for something to end.

«Kitchen. Five o'clock shift. The head cook is Mrs. Rosmini. She weighs two hundred and forty pounds and is in a bad mood from five in the morning until ten at night or thereabouts.»

«And in the remaining hours I—»

«In the remaining hours she sleeps. You sleep too, if you can.»



The last was called Luca.

Twenty-seven years old, an ordinary face in the best sense of the word — the kind of face that asks for nothing, promises nothing, demands not to be noticed. He entered without ceremony, approached the desk with measured steps, and when he was close enough he did one thing only.

He lowered himself slowly onto one knee. Then placed the other. Leaned forward. Brought his lips to the tip of the doctor's right shoe and deposited a brief, precise kiss, without hesitation, without theater.

Then he raised his eyes.

He said nothing, for a moment.

Then: «I am entirely at your disposal, Doctor. Whatever you need.»

There was no tremor in his voice. It was not performance. It was the same simplicity with which one answers an obvious question — as if the answer had always been there, and he had only been waiting for someone to ask it.

Dr. Alcini looked at him. She took the time to truly look at him — not the quick assessment with which she had dispatched the others, but something slower, more attentive. The way one looks at something one didn't expect to find and that, once found, seems obvious.

She rose from the desk. Approached him, placed a hand on his shoulder — the same hand she had placed on Davide's chest, but with a completely different gesture. Less theater. More weight. Something that resembled, just barely, care.

«Stand up,» she said. Her voice had changed: still firm, but with something soft beneath it, something she had not yet used in the course of the afternoon.

Luca stood up.

«Why aren't you afraid?»

«I am afraid,» he said. «But I do what I must.»

The doctor remained silent for a few seconds, with the expression of someone measuring something that cannot be measured in numbers. Then she returned to the desk, opened the last file, and for the first time that afternoon used the pen not to draw a line, but to write something longer — something that seemed almost like a commitment.

«My personal assistant. Room and board, access to the reserved residential wing. Mandatory use of the gym, one hour a day.» She closed the file, pushed it aside. «And I'd advise you to buy comfortable shoes. With me, you run.»

She stood, opened the side drawer, extracted a slim volume with an ivory-colored cover and placed it on the edge of the desk, turning it toward him.

The Art of Plantar Massage — Technique, Pressure and Care. Updated Edition. A silk bookmark already inserted at chapter three.

«But sometimes we stop. I need a little relaxation at the right moments, and you will learn to give it to me. Study this book carefully,» she said. «I am a demanding boss.»

She turned toward the window.

«You may go. The secretary will show you to your room.»

Luca took the book, tucked it under his arm, headed for the door. When he opened it, Dr. Alcini said, without turning:

«Luca.»

«Yes, Doctor?»

«Welcome to the Golden Water Lilies.»



Davide, Filippo, Matteo and Andrea were still sitting on their straight-backed wooden chairs, waiting for someone to take them to their respective departments.

None of them watched Luca as he passed.

He didn't stop to explain. He had a book to study.

At home

At Home

The women's volleyball world championships. Her sport. Grazia was sunk into the sofa with the satisfaction of someone who had earned every centimeter of that space — training, sweat, shouting at the cleaning boys who never understood on the first try. Now this: the couch, the match, her legs stretched out on the footstool. The bare minimum of the well-deserved.

She had shouted slave, I'm home before even putting down her bag, as was right. The bag had landed in the middle of the entrance hall — also as was right. There was someone to pick it up.

She felt him approach without looking at him. The ritual was well-worn: kneel, remove her shoes and socks, sniff them — briefly but solemnly, as befits — place them exactly one meter from her feet. Today he had said weariness becomes you, Mistress. Something different every day: she hadn't asked for it, he had thought of it himself. A point in his favor, she registered distractedly. He put on her slippers, then the order to remove them thirty seconds later — because slippers are worn for thirty seconds — then the sports bag to unpack, garment by garment, each item sniffed with the same ceremonial attention reserved for the shoes. He disappeared, reappeared with the dinner tray. Knelt. Began.

On the court there was a Bulgarian opposite hitter who spiked as if the ball had done something personal to her. Grazia followed, approved, forgot the slave at her feet.

Which was exactly the problem.

The first days had been different. The first days that tongue on her sole was something she thought about during training, something she returned to while correcting her girls' reception, that gave her a physical, immediate satisfaction that was hard to ignore. Now she had to concentrate to feel it. It was there, of course it was there — if it stopped she would notice the absence, the relaxation wouldn't be the same — but it had become a baseline condition, not a pleasure. Like gravity. You don't enjoy gravity.

She trained hard for hours to deserve it, that was beyond question. It wasn't a matter of having it too easily. It was a matter of always having it — of knowing in advance that it would be there, for certain, every evening. Her friends with husbands, with brothers, had to work at it differently: learn the weak points, find the right levers, bend a will that wasn't already bent to begin with. There was something in that effort that produced a different pleasure. More alive.

Tomorrow she would go hunting at the bar.

But for now, better to squeeze everything possible out of this human doormat.

She turned off the television. Took his face in her hands — she felt him stiffen, that small tremor of someone who doesn't know what is about to happen — and looked at him. «I want to enjoy myself now,» she said. «If you don't make me enjoy myself to the fullest with your tongue, I'll try enjoying myself by taking a belt to you. Many times. Hard.» Pause. «I think there's one thing we can completely agree on: it's better that you satisfy me by licking my feet.»

She enjoyed the bewildered look. He had already been licking her feet for half an hour — what else could he do, he was probably thinking. That wasn't the point. The point was that now he was afraid, and fear produced effort.

She concentrated. Followed the sensation with all the mental force she had, shut everything else out. It worked. He understood — or feared — and moved from the sole to the toes, one by one, with an attention he hadn't had before. Grazia felt the excitement rise with a speed she hadn't expected. She grabbed him by the hair, brought his face against her — underwear still on, everything through the fabric — and let the ecstasy arrive, fast and complete.

She abandoned her body on the sofa with a long breath.

It was at that moment that she noticed Rossana was standing in the entrance hall and had been watching them for a while.

«Well, congratulations,» said Rossana. «We're finally letting ourselves go a little.»

«Look how good he is,» said Grazia, still with that satisfied softness in her voice. «I didn't expect it. Had I known, I would have started using him like this much sooner. Slave, lick Mistress Rossana as well, like the dog you are. From the beginning.»

«No, Grazia, I appreciate it.» Rossana, without looking at him, extended her feet toward him with the automatic gesture of someone who knows someone will take care of it. «The beauty of my job is that you don't bring certain urges home with you. And besides — look at him.»

They both looked at him. He had Rossana's slippers in his hands.

«Someone like Filippo, that one from today,» continued Rossana, settling onto the sofa next to Grazia, «all muscled up, abs just right — now that one does make a different impression when he kneels. This one—» a vague gesture in his direction «—tudy up.»

«Yes, Mistress Rossana.»

«A tongue is a tongue,» said Grazia.

«Oh, easy for you to say.» Rossana turned toward her with the energy of someone who has a precise opinion and time to express it. «When you see a man kneeling at your feet, crawling and licking them, trembling under your gaze — you want him to be a handsome young man with a good body. A lump of lard doesn't have the same effect. You should try it. One day I'll bring him home.»

«No.» Grazia shook her head, and as she did she realized she was thinking out loud. «I need to go hunting on my own. Smell the prey. Approach quietly, grab it, sink my claws in and pick it apart little by little, until it becomes an extension of my will.» Pause. «Not another toy with no will of its own.»

From the center of the room, a cautious voice: «This humble slave requests permission to leave.»

«You can go to hell, lump of lard,» said Rossana.

«Get out of here, slave,» confirmed Grazia.

«Thank you, Mistress Grazia. Thank you, Mistress Rossana. See you tomorrow, Mistress Grazia. See you tomorrow, Mistress Rossana.»

He raised his forehead from the floor and left.

The two women remained in silence for a few seconds, each with her own thoughts.

Grazia was already thinking about the bar.

At the gym

Three to zero. Three to zero. Not even one close set.

Claudia had been in the shower for twenty minutes and would have stayed another twenty if the hot water hadn't run out. She was going back over it point by point, with the masochistic precision of someone who already knows where it hurts and keeps going back anyway.

Grazia's team. Always Grazia's team.

Claudia had never seen her play — she had been on the bench that evening, arms crossed with the air of someone following something already decided — but she had heard about her. Grazia Ferretti, player-coach, northern outskirts, young fast girls who played with a technical ferocity that was hard to counter. They weren't stronger. They were more precise. There was a difference, and that difference tonight had been worth three sets.

She dried herself with anger, as if the towel had its own faults.

The locker room was almost empty — the others had already left, some home, some to the bar to process it. Claudia preferred to stay. She needed a few minutes in which the defeat was still hers alone, before sharing it with the outside world in the form of messages, comments, post-match analysis. She sat on the wooden bench in her sports bra and sweatpants, hair still damp, eyes fixed on the nothing in front of her.

It was then that she heard the cart.

One of those cleaning carts with squeaky wheels — bucket, mop, detergent — pushed by someone who hadn't yet realized there was still someone in the locker room. The door opened a few centimeters.

«May I?» A male voice, cautious.

Claudia looked at him. Around thirty, grey cleaner's uniform, dark hair, the expression of someone used to going unnoticed and who considers this an achievement. He had already half-retreated behind the door.

«Come in,» said Claudia.

He entered with the circumspection and slight embarrassment of someone who knows they're in the wrong place at the wrong moment but has no alternative. He began collecting used towels from the benches without looking at her, with that invisible technique of experienced cleaners — minimal movements, no superfluous noise, trajectories that avoided others' field of vision.

Claudia followed him with her eyes.

Three to zero. That reception at 18-14.

There was something irritating about that composure — about this man moving through her locker room as if she weren't there, as if her defeat didn't occupy all available space and leave no room for anything else. She had lost three to zero against Grazia Ferretti's team and he was collecting towels with the serenity of someone who knows nothing about any of this and wouldn't care anyway.

«What's your name?» she said.

He stopped. Turned toward her with the caution of someone not sure the question was directed at him. «Marco, ma'am.»

Ma'am. Claudia registered the word, the tone, the posture — shoulders slightly lowered, gaze that didn't seek hers. Seasoned, she thought.

«Marco,» she repeated. She said it quietly, almost to herself, the way you test the weight of something before using it. «Are you done with the towels?»

«Almost, ma'am.»

«Forget the towels.»

He forgot the towels. He stood with his hands at his sides, waiting, with that passive availability that was beginning to interest her.

Claudia stood up from the bench. She circled the locker room slowly, as if inspecting something, and he followed her with his eyes without turning his head — just his eyes, the bare minimum. When she was in front of him she stopped. She looked up at him — she was a few centimeters shorter than him, but there was a way of looking that cancelled out height differences, and she had known it for years from the bench.

«Do you know what I did tonight?» she said.

«No, ma'am.»

«I lost. Three to zero.» Pause. «I never lose three to zero.»

Marco said nothing. It was the right kind of silence — not embarrassed, not indifferent. Just present.

«And do you know what I need now?»

He opened his mouth, closed it. Considered. «No, ma'am.»

«Something to take it out on.» She said it with the same simplicity with which one orders something at a bar — without brutality, without theater, like an obvious observation about an obvious state of affairs. «Are you available?»

A brief pause. «Yes, ma'am.»

«Get on all fours.»

A brief pause — time to understand, not to decide. He lowered himself, hands on the tiled floor, back horizontal, head slightly bowed.

Claudia stood up. She circled around him slowly, as she had circled the locker room a moment before. Her sneakers — still on, still loaded with three lost sets — made a sharp sound on the floor.

She stopped behind him.

«You know,» she said, in the voice of someone sharing technical information, «that if you kick properly, it doesn't leave permanent marks? Just bruises. But you have to be careful.» Pause. «If I lose control, that's three months in hospital.»

Marco didn't answer. His back was steady.

«Are you quiet because you're afraid or because you understand?»

«Because I understand, ma'am.»

Claudia nodded to herself. She pulled her foot back and delivered the first kick — controlled, precise, right flank, the right spot. Marco made a brief sound, held back the rest. He didn't move a centimeter.

Good, she thought.

The second set. That reception at 18-14. The block at 20-14. She kicked again — harder, same precision — and felt something dissolve behind her sternum, that tension that accumulates during a defeat and finds no outlet in locker rooms or post-match analysis.

She stopped. Circled around him, crouched down, gave him two open-handed slaps on the cheek — not in anger, methodically, the way one performs an exercise — and looked him in the eyes from close range.

Marco's gaze was that of someone who is exactly where they decided to be.

Claudia straightened up. Stood still for a few seconds, hands at her sides, breathing already more regular.

Grazia's team was more precise. Not stronger: more precise. Next time she would work on the reception.

«Stand up,» she said.

Marco stood up. He got to his feet with measured slowness, ran a hand over his cheek without any particular expression.

«Tomorrow evening, after training.» Pause. «Same time.»

«Yes, ma'am.»

Claudia nodded. Then, almost as an afterthought:

«And next time bring something to kneel on. That floor is hard.»

Marco picked up his cart without hurry and left.

Outside the gym, Grazia Ferretti's team was loading their bags onto the minibus. Three to zero. Claudia wasn't thinking about it anymore.



The following day Claudia arrived in the locker room at quarter past nine, after training, shoes still laced and bag still on her shoulder.

Marco was already there.

He was on all fours in the corner near the showers, cloth in hand, scrubbing the tiles with the applied concentration of someone who has a lot to do and no intention of being disturbed. He didn't raise his eyes when she entered. He kept scrubbing.

Claudia put her bag on the bench. Sat down. Looked at him.

The tiles were clean. They probably had been since last night.

She took off one shoe, then the other, placed them on the floor in front of her with care. Marco kept scrubbing. The trajectory of the cloth had imperceptibly moved closer.

«Marco.»

He stopped. Raised his eyes — just his eyes, head still bowed toward the floor.

«Come here.»

He moved toward her, still on all fours, cloth still in hand as if it still served some purpose. He stopped at her feet. Stayed still.

Claudia looked down at him for a moment. Then: «Do they disgust you?»

He raised his eyes. «Ma'am?»

«My feet.» She said it with the neutrality of someone asking a technical question. «Yesterday they kicked you. This morning you woke up with bruises. Are you telling me you haven't thought about it?»

Marco lowered his eyes to her sneakers — the same ones as yesterday, same brand, same model — then back up at her. «I've thought about it, ma'am.»

«And?»

A pause. «They don't disgust me, ma'am.»

«No?»

«No.»

Claudia tilted her head to one side, the way you do when evaluating whether an answer holds up. «And my hands?» She stood up from the bench, approached him, showed him her open palm — the same hands as yesterday, the same slaps. «These?»

Marco looked at them. «Not those either, ma'am.»

«Not those either,» she repeated, with that flat voice that wasn't satisfaction but resembled it. She leaned slightly toward him, enough to be sure he was looking at her. «So you have no objection to starting again where we left off.»

It wasn't a question.

«No, ma'am. Not at all.»

Claudia straightened up. Returned to the bench, sat down, extended her foot toward him — the same as yesterday, the same gesture as yesterday, but this time without preliminary explanations, without warnings about three months in hospital. That had already been said.

Marco put the cloth on the floor, took her foot in his hands, lowered his head.

Claudia leaned her back against the wall and closed her eyes.

This time she didn't think about the second set. She didn't think about the reception at 18-14, she didn't think about the block, she didn't think about Grazia Ferretti's team. She wasn't thinking about anything in particular — just that tongue on the top of her foot, precise and silent, and the feeling that the day was finally going the way it should.

After a few minutes she opened her eyes and looked at him.

«Tomorrow,» she said, «I'll arrive earlier.»

Marco didn't answer. He continued.

It was the right answer.

The party

Marco arrived at six with the cart and the keys to the venue that the manager had left under the doormat, as agreed. The concert was at nine. He had three hours.

The venue was called The Black Water Lilies — he had never understood whether that name, so similar to the care home he knew well, was a coincidence or someone's idea of a joke — and it was one of those places that during the day seem simply empty and at night become something else without it being possible to pinpoint the exact moment the transformation occurs. Low stage at the back, lights still off, smell of old beer and something electric in the air.

He started with the stage. He was used to working in silence, and the silence of empty venues had a different quality from any other silence — heavier, more expectant, as if the space were already breathing in anticipation of what was to come.

He was passing the mop over the floor near the bar when he heard the door open.

Claudia entered with her bag over her shoulder and the air of someone who already knows where they're going. She saw him immediately — it was hard not to, he was the only human being in the venue — and stopped.

«I knew I'd find you here,» she said.

It wasn't a question. Marco straightened up, cloth in hand, with that composure Claudia had come to recognize as his natural way of being in the world.

«Ma'am.»

She put her bag on the bar, climbed onto one of the high stools, crossed her legs. She watched him work for a moment, with the same attention with which she watched the court from the bench — assessing, measuring, deciding.

«How's the floor?»

«Clean, ma'am.»

She pointed to a spot on the floor a few meters in front of her.

Marco lowered his eyes to the indicated spot, then back up at her. He knelt and pressed his forehead to that exact point.

Claudia leaned her elbows on the bar. Outside something was beginning to arrive — the distant sound of a van, voices, the metallic sound of equipment being unloaded. The band was arriving.

«Marco.»

«Ma'am.» Still with his forehead to the floor.

«After the concert,» she said, in the voice of someone planning a logistical matter, «come to mine.»

«Yes, ma'am.»

She took off a sneaker, placed it on the bar next to her bag. Marco stopped passing the cloth. He approached, crouched down, took her foot in his hands with precise delicacy.

From the back of the venue, from behind the stage, came a female voice shouting something about the bass speakers being in the wrong position. Then a guitar chord, brief and off, then silence.

Claudia closed her eyes.



At nine the venue was packed.

The band was called Cortisol, three women in their thirties. The guitarist had her hair shaved on one side and a permanent expression of mild disgust. The bassist played with her eyes closed. The drummer hit as if time were running away and she were the only one who knew it.

Around the stage, the groupies moved with professional dedication. There were seven, maybe eight — hard to count because they kept moving, carrying drinks, opening paths through the crowd, keeping away anyone who got too close. Short shorts, geometric abs, concentrated expressions. One of them — blonde hair, shoulders that seemed designed by someone with architectural ambitions — held an ice-cold water bottle at attention near the stage, ready for any eventuality.

The guitarist noticed him between one chord and the next. She approached the edge of the stage, took the bottle from his hand without stopping playing, drank, handed it back empty. He held it anyway, in the same position as before, as if it still contained something important.

Dr. Serena Alcini was at the table near the column, with a Negroni and the expression of someone who had come to enjoy the evening and was enjoying the evening. Elena Carrai was sitting across from her, with something non-alcoholic and an open notebook on the table — old habit, she had said, she couldn't be anywhere without taking notes.

«That one with the blonde hair,» said Dr. Alcini, pointing to the groupie with the empty bottle.

Elena raised her eyes from the notebook. She assessed him. «Excessive shoulders.»

«Excessive shoulders are not a defect.»

«As a footstool they're comfortable, but aesthetically, we're not there.»

The doctor smiled into her glass. Then she raised a finger in the direction of the groupie. He crossed the venue with the bottle still in hand, approached the table, and without anyone saying anything slowly lowered himself until he was sitting on the floor next to the doctor's chair, back straight and shoulders horizontal — those excessive shoulders, perfectly flat and useful. Dr. Alcini slipped her feet out of her heeled shoes and rested them on his shoulders.

Elena Carrai raised her eyes from the notebook, observed the scene, wrote something. «Excessive shoulders,» she said.

«But comfortable, as I told you,» said the doctor.



Rossana and Grazia arrived during the second number, when the atmosphere had already become warm and confused in the right way. Rossana had left her uniform at home and had a slightly different air — no less precise, just differently precise. Grazia had her leather jacket and the look of someone who had gone out with a purpose.

They pushed through to the bar, ordered, leaned against the counter.

Meanwhile, on stage, the drummer had stopped playing and was looking at the audience as if assessing the available material. She pointed to three men in the front rows — three guys in their thirties, none of whom seemed to have understood what was about to happen. «You three,» she said into the microphone, in the same voice one uses to give a technical instruction. «On stage.»

They came up, with that mixture of pride and disorientation of someone chosen without knowing for what.

«Good,» said the drummer. «Now you will pull your trousers down to your ankles and hop to the back of the stage and back. All three together. When the next number starts, in time with the music. But you pull your trousers down now.»

One of them laughed, hysterically.

«I am completely serious and you will do exactly what I tell you, I assure you,» she said, in the same tone as before.

There was a moment of collective silence — the entire venue understood simultaneously that the situation was real. Then, one after another, the three pulled down their trousers. The three members of Cortisol began moving around the stage looking for something and talking among themselves, bringing their mouths to each other's ears, the way rock stars do to give themselves an air. At one point two of them examined the three unfortunates' penises with medical interest. They proceeded to weigh them, then palpate a buttock or two. Then they started the number. The three hopped toward the back of the stage, under the eyes of an entire venue that had stopped doing anything else.

The female audience watched with interest. But mostly they clapped in time with the music and enjoyed the number.

When the number ended the singer took the microphone. «Bravo to our three volunteers,» she said. «Our music needs male energy, muscular bodies that obey senseless orders, we celebrate the power of woman over man and the beauty of man.» The audience seemed convinced by the speech. «We want a society in which woman commands and man submits. She drunk with power, he beautiful and vulnerable, both proud of what they are.»

Applause, from both men and women.

«And now I want all the men to pull their trousers down, like these three.»

The first in the audience complied with enthusiasm while everyone else was wondering what was happening. Then another, then another, then all of them.

«You are a wonderful audience. Now kneel and put your hands behind your heads. You three on stage too, on your knees, come on!» She pointed to a spot on the stage one meter in front of her feet.

This time the men in the audience complied more promptly.

«Women, take your man's face in one hand, or someone nearby.» She did the same with one of the three on stage. She placed her thumb and fingers on opposite sides of his chin, and rubbed as if squeezing a tennis ball. The other two members of Cortisol did the same with the other two on stage, and shortly after each woman did the same with her man, or whoever happened to be nearby.

«Man is beauty at our disposal, to do with as we wish. This is his glory. Let them lick the hand with which you held their face. And you, men, be grateful to us, be our faithful little dogs. Lick the hand of the woman who has chosen you. Good. Kiss our ass too, we are your mistresses.» As for the last instruction, not all the men complied, but some did, some, like «his» on stage, encouraged by his mistress's posture and a teasing gesture of her mouth.

«Good, men, enough licking hands and kissing asses, but stay on your knees, let your mistresses celebrate their power over you with our music. Let's dance women, life is joy.»

A rock song began that convinced everyone to move to the rhythm, full of joy, some singing at the top of their lungs into the face of their kneeling man, as if to make him a participant from a subordinate position.

Rossana watched the scene with her arms crossed and a hint of professional satisfaction. «Simple speech,» she said to Grazia, «but effective.»

«There,» said Grazia, with an almost imperceptible nod of her head, ignoring the stage completely.

Rossana followed the direction. On the other side of the venue, a man in his thirties, kneeling like everyone else, but with no woman nearby, trying to look comfortable with poor results.

«Too undecided, as if he didn't think it right to be kneeling,» said Rossana.

«I will break every last glimmer of resistance,» said Grazia. «I'll have him completely submissive tonight.»

«You're sick.»

«I know.»

She pushed off from the bar.



The evening slid forward with that progressive logic of successful evenings, in which everything seems normal until you look at it from outside.

The groupies had developed over the course of the concerts a repertoire of services that went well beyond carrying drinks. One of them — the one who had earned the role of coordinator, recognizable by the fact that he never ran but was always in the right place — had established a silent rotation: who held the coats, who presided over the band members' tables, who was available for creative uses.

It was this last point that had generated the most memorable thing of the evening.

The bassist, during the break, had noticed a group of men near the bar who were staring at her with that particular expression of someone trying to look casual and failing. She had approached, looked at them one by one with the same attention she gave her strings, and said: «You five. Simple game. On your feet. You're number one, you're number two, and so on. I call a number, the first one to slap the number I called wins a point. Whoever reaches ten comes home with me tonight.»

Within thirty seconds they had stood in a circle, and the game had begun its round — slap, slap, slap, slap — with varying degrees of stoicism and various shades of red on their cheeks.

The bassist had observed with her arms crossed. «No loser,» she said finally. «You all come with me, you have five tongues, I have two breasts, two feet, and a pussy.»

She had returned to the stage while they were still standing there, looking at their reddened cheeks, happy and embarrassed at the same time.

Elena Carrai, who had watched from the corner, wrote something in her notebook. Dr. Alcini, with her feet still on the blonde groupie's shoulders, sipped her Negroni. «Unconventional methods,» she said.

«Conventional results,» said Elena.

Further into the venue, near the second table from the left, another groupie was performing what appeared to be a specific task: he was balancing a tray with four full glasses on his head, standing, motionless, while around him people danced and he didn't move. He was completely focused. Moving was out of the question.

The guitarist passed, assessed the balance of the tray, took a glass, emptied it in the face of a man who was walking past without even slowing down, put the empty glass back on the tray. The groupie didn't move. The man who had been hit stood still, dripping, with the air of someone still deciding what to think.

«Didn't you hear our singer? I have expressed my feminine power over you, because you are beautiful, be proud of your beauty, and grateful. Kneel,» said the guitarist.

Slightly uncertain at first, the man said, guilty about his hesitation, «Of course, excuse me, thank you. Take advantage of me as long as you like.» And he knelt. She took a glass from the tray, placed it on his head, wet her index and middle fingers, had them sucked, and stayed like that. «Tell me you like obeying me. And tell me you will do everything I ask at my place, tonight. If you don't drop the glass, there will be no need to take a belt to you once we're home… unless I really feel like it.» The man repeated, as best he could, several times: «I lhhike obeying yhou, I'll do evherything you ashk, at your phlace, tonighht.»



Past midnight, the venue was beginning to empty with the typical slowness of successful evenings.

Grazia crossed the venue with Riccardo — thirty-two years old, had understood within twenty minutes that the evening was taking an unexpected direction and had decided that the unexpected direction suited him fine. He walked behind her with the new docility of someone who doesn't yet know what awaits him but has stopped worrying about it.

Rossana saw them pass. «Congratulations. Fast.»

«Did you have doubts?» said Grazia, without stopping.

Outside the venue, Marco was loading the cart onto the cleaning van. Claudia was leaning against the wall with her bag over her shoulder.

«So, take me home,» said Marco, without raising his eyes from the cart.

«Yes.»

«I need to finish loading.»

«I know.»

She leaned a little more against the wall. It was that quality of silence between them — not embarrassed, not tense, just present — that Claudia had come to recognize as the thing she liked most about the end of every evening.



Grazia's apartment was dark when she opened the door.

Dark and silent in the wrong way — not the silence of an empty place, but that of a place where there is someone who isn't moving.

Grazia turned on the light.

The domestic slave was huddled in the corner between the sofa and the bookcase, knees to his chest, with an expression that was the product of several hours spent coming to terms with his own situation. He had evidently exhausted the available options — which were, in order: knock, call, wait — and had opted for the last with the resignation of someone who knows it's the only one.

«Ah,» said Grazia.

She had completely forgotten about him.

Riccardo, behind her, looked at the corner, looked at Grazia, looked at the corner again. «That's—»

«The domestic assistant,» said Grazia, with the naturalness of someone answering an obvious question. She entered, put the keys on the table, took off her jacket. «We went out and forgot he was inside.»

Riccardo processed this information.

«How long?»

«Since eight,» said the domestic slave from the corner, with the infinite patience of someone who has had hours to prepare for this sentence.

«Four hours,» said Grazia, as if verifying a calculation. «Weren't you bored?»

A pause. «A little, Mistress.»

«Good. Then you're rested.» She sat on the sofa, extended her legs toward him with an automatic gesture. The domestic slave came out of the corner, knelt, began the ritual with the precision of someone who has performed it enough times not to need to think about it — boots, then socks, then hands on the left foot, then the right, then head bowed.

Grazia turned toward Riccardo, who had remained standing near the door with his jacket still on and an expression that was hard to classify.

«Sit down,» she said. «Watch carefully.»

He sat on the edge of the sofa.

«What he is doing now,» said Grazia, in the voice of someone explaining something obvious to someone who just needs to hear it said out loud, «you will do too. Every evening. Plus other things I will explain in due time.» Pause. «A husband doesn't hold back on anything. It's a matter of respect — and if you respect me, we can be together.»

Riccardo opened his mouth.

«Not now,» said Grazia. «Now you watch.»

Riccardo watched.

The domestic slave continued, with the applied concentration of someone who knows that tonight there is an audience and that the audience is exactly the kind of complication best ignored.

Outside, the city made its midnight sounds — distant sirens, someone laughing in the street, the sound of a moped moving away. Inside, the silence had that dense and strange quality of things that are becoming habits without anyone having decided they would.

Grazia leaned her head back against the sofa and closed her eyes.

The hunt was successful.
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