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The Golden Void

Luca glanced at his phone's clock for the third time in ten minutes. 2:47 PM. He had skipped International Economics again today – the fourth time in a row. The professor probably hadn't even noticed, lost as he was in his charts about emerging markets. After all, with two hundred students in the lecture hall, what did it matter if the son of lawyer Martelli was missing?

The university café was almost empty at that time of afternoon. A few students hunched over their books, the muffled murmur of conversations that led nowhere. Luca stared at his open MacBook, the cursor blinking on the blank page of a Word document titled "Thesis_final_draft_v3". Three lines written, then deleted. Nothing new.

He picked up his phone and mindlessly scrolled through Instagram. Marco in the Maldives with his girlfriend, Alessia showing off her new apartment in central Milan – a graduation gift from dad. Everyone seemed to know where they were going. Everyone except him.

"Another coffee?" the barista asked him, an Eastern European girl with a thick accent who had been working there for two years. Luca nodded without looking at her, continuing to stare at the screen.

Twenty-five years old, two changed undergraduate degrees, an interrupted Erasmus exchange, three "formative" internships abandoned after a few weeks. Money had never been a problem – dad had his law firm, mum had her property investments. "Take your time, son," his father always told him. "The important thing is that you do something you're truly passionate about."

That was precisely the problem: nothing truly passionate him.

He closed the laptop with a sharp click. Maybe he would call Tommaso, they would go to their usual aperitivo in Brera, they would talk about trips and projects they would never actually pursue. Or maybe he would go home to the apartment his parents had bought him near Bocconi, turn on the PlayStation and pretend that tomorrow would be different.

He was putting the computer in his backpack when he saw her.

She was sitting three tables away, alone, with an open book and a steaming cup of tea. Black hair cut short, sharp features, an air of confidence that contrasted with everything else in the university environment. She didn't look like the average student: too composed, too present. When she looked up from her book, their eyes met for an instant.

Luca immediately looked away, feeling heat rise to his cheeks. When he looked back at her, the woman was still watching him. She didn't lower her eyes, didn't pretend to be busy with something else. She was simply studying him.

She got up from the table with fluid movements and approached. Luca felt his heartbeat accelerate, suddenly aware of his wrinkled t-shirt and hair that he hadn't combed in hours.

"Hi," she said, stopping beside his table. Her voice was calm, confident. "I'm Giada. I've seen you here a few times. Do you study here?"

"Yes... I mean, I should." The words came out wrong. "I'm Luca."

She smiled – a smile that seemed to contain more than it showed. "Should?"

"Economics. But it's not that... it's not that I like it much." Why the hell was he confessing this to a stranger?

"And what would you like to do?" Giada sat down at the table next to his, uninvited, with the naturalness of someone used to taking up space.

Luca hesitated. It was the question he hated most, the one relatives asked at Sunday lunches, the one that woke him at three in the morning. "I don't know."

"Interesting." Giada tilted her head, as if that answer had genuinely struck her. "Most people lie when you ask them that question. At least you're honest."

"Honest or just confused."

"Maybe it's the same thing." Giada's eyes never left his. "You know what I think? That you're waiting for someone to tell you what to do. But you're afraid that no one ever will."

The words hit him like a slap. Not for their brutality, but for their surgical precision. How could she see him so clearly?

"I..." he began, but she interrupted him with a gesture of her hand.

"You don't need to explain anything to me. I just made an observation." She got up, leaving a few euros on the table for her tea. "See you around, Luca."

She left him there, with his heart beating fast and a thousand questions in his head. Only when she had left the café did he realize he hadn't asked for her number, that he didn't know her surname, that he had no idea when he would see her again.

But he had the strange feeling that she already knew.

The Perfect Prey

Luca returned to the café the next day. Then the day after. And the day after that.

He told himself it was to study – after all, he had that thesis to write, sooner or later. But every time he heard the door open, he looked up hoping to see Giada. On the third day he began to wonder if he hadn't dreamed her. On the fourth day he began to feel ridiculous.

On the fifth day she was there.

Same spot, same book (or maybe it was different – he couldn't see the title), same aura of calm authority. This time, when their eyes met, she was the first to smile.

"Hi, Luca." She got up and approached without hesitation. "May I?" she indicated the chair opposite him.

"Of course." He quickly closed the laptop, hoping she hadn't noticed that only Facebook was open on the screen.

"So? Have you figured out what you want to be when you grow up?" The tone was playful, but her eyes maintained that intensity that made him uncomfortable.

"Not yet." Luca ran a hand through his hair. "What about you? What do you study?"

"I don't study. I finished long ago." Giada settled comfortably in the chair. "Now I work. Let's say I help people find their path."

"How do you help them?"

"Hard to explain." She smiled again. "But you, tell me, what makes you feel... alive? When was the last time you did something and thought: yes, this makes sense?"

Luca opened his mouth to answer, then closed it again. The last time? He couldn't remember. "I wouldn't know..."

"Let me give you an example. Yesterday evening I went to a dinner with a group of friends. Interesting people, stimulating conversations. At one point one of them – his name is Marco – offered to clear the table. Not because we asked him to, but because it came naturally to him. He was happy to do it."

"Okay..."

"The point is that Marco understood something that many never understand: that there's pleasure in serving, in contributing to the wellbeing of those around you. It's not humiliating. It's liberating."

Luca frowned. "Liberating?"

"Think about all the pressures you feel on you. Your parents expecting you to become who knows what. Society telling you to compete, to stand out, to command. What if all this was wrong? What if happiness was elsewhere?"

Giada's words seemed to open a door in a dark room that Luca had always avoided exploring. "Go on."

"Take you, for example. You have everything that society says you should want: well-off family, good university, opportunities. But you're unhappy. Why?"

Luca looked at her surprised. "How do you know about my family?"

"It shows." Giada smiled, as if it were obvious. "The way you dress, how you speak, the fact that you don't work while studying. It's not hard to figure out."

"Ah." Luca felt stupid for asking. "You're right, I'm unhappy. Because I don't know what..."

"No." Giada leaned forward. "You're unhappy because you're trying to be someone you're not. You're trying to be the leader, the entrepreneur, the successful man. But maybe you're not made to command. Maybe you're made to follow. And that's not a flaw, Luca. It's a gift."

Luca's heart beat faster. "A gift?"

"Knowing how to recognize who deserves to be followed. Knowing how to contribute without needing to be the center of attention. Finding peace in harmony instead of conflict." Giada's eyes sparkled. "When was the last time someone told you it's okay like this? That you don't have to become your father?"

Luca felt something move in his chest, a feeling of relief he hadn't experienced in years. "Never, I think."

"Exactly." Giada leaned back against the chair, satisfied. "Tonight we're having a dinner, me and some friends. People who have understood these things. Would you like to come?"

"I... I don't know if..."

"You don't have to decide anything. It's just a dinner." Giada's smile was warm, reassuring. "Shall I send you the address?"

Luca gave her his number without thinking. Only later, as he watched her walk away, did he realize that she hadn't even touched her drink. And that during the entire conversation he had had the feeling of being observed under a microscope, studied, catalogued.

But the feeling wasn't unpleasant. Quite the opposite.

For the first time in weeks, he felt understood.

The First Taste

The address Giada had sent him led to an apartment in the Porta Romana area. Elegant without being ostentatious, on the third floor of a period building with a creaking elevator.

Luca rang the doorbell at exactly eight o'clock, still uncertain whether he was doing the right thing. He had changed shirts three times, showered twice, almost called Tommaso to come with him. In the end he had decided to go alone.

Giada opened the door. She wore a simple but elegant black dress, her hair gathered in a soft chignon. "Luca! Perfect, you're punctual." She kissed him on both cheeks, a natural gesture that made him blush. "Come, let me introduce you to the others."

The apartment was larger than it seemed from outside. Spacious living room with an open kitchen, bookshelves on all walls, a dining table that could seat about ten people. The furnishing had that confident taste that comes with years and means: nothing too expensive, everything perfectly coordinated.

In the living room there were already about ten people. Several couples, all between twenty-five and thirty-five, all with that air of relaxed confidence that Luca had noticed in Giada. The women talked among themselves with calm voices, smiling often. The men listened, occasionally intervening with measured comments.

"Everyone, meet Luca," announced Giada. "Luca, these are some of my friends."

Among the names that followed were Elena and Pietro, Marta and Alessandro, Francesca and Marco, and other people that Luca tried to memorize. Everyone welcomed him with genuine warmth, asking him questions about his studies, his interests. But above all – and this struck Luca more than anything – no one judged any of his answers. When he admitted to changing universities twice, no one raised an eyebrow. When he confessed he had never worked, Pietro nodded understandingly. Luca immediately felt at ease, more than he had felt in months.

"So, Luca," said Elena as they sat down at the table, "Giada told us you're going through a period of... reflection?"

"Let's say yes." Luca accepted the glass of wine that Marco was offering him. "I'm trying to understand what I really want to do."

"It's normal," intervened Marta. "Society puts all these expectations on us, but in the end everyone has to find their own path."

The dinner proceeded naturally. The dishes were simple but carefully cooked – vegetable appetizers, creamy mushroom risotto, fresh pasta with tomatoes and basil. The wine was good without being pretentious. The conversations ranged from politics to travel, from books to work. Nothing exceptional, yet Luca had the feeling of being part of something special.

What struck him most was the atmosphere. There was a subtle but evident harmony: the women guided the conversations, proposed toasts, decided when to move to the next course. The men went along naturally, getting up to serve wine, clearing between courses, without anyone having to ask for anything.

"It's interesting," observed Francesca at one point, addressing Luca, "how in our culture it's taken for granted that men should always take the initiative. In love, at work, in everything. But why?"

"Tradition, I suppose," replied Luca, not really knowing where she was going with this.

"But traditions can be changed," said Elena. "In fact, they must be changed when they no longer work."

Marco, who was returning from the kitchen with a bottle of water, nodded. "It's true. For example, I've always felt more comfortable in a support role than in a leadership one. At first I thought it was a flaw."

"And now?" asked Luca, intrigued.

"Now I know it's a talent." Marco smiled. "Not everyone is made to command. And that's okay."

As the evening progressed, Luca noticed other details. The way Alessandro promptly got up when Marta had finished her glass. How Pietro made sure Elena's place was always tidy. Small gestures, natural, not forced. It was as if there was a subtle choreography that everyone knew except him.

"Are you comfortable with us?" Giada asked him while they were drinking coffee in the living room.

"Very much. You're... different."

"Different how?"

Luca searched for the right words. "More serene. As if you've solved something that I can't even identify."

Giada smiled. "Maybe we've just accepted who we really are, instead of trying to be what we're told to be."

When the evening ended, Luca didn't want to leave. He felt part of something for the first time in... ever, maybe. At the exit, Giada accompanied him to the front door.

"Did you enjoy the evening?"

"Very much. Your friends are special."

"You are too, Luca. You just haven't realized it yet." She placed a hand on his shoulder, a gesture that made him shiver. "Shall we talk soon?"

As he returned home by taxi, Luca thought about the evening. He had the feeling of having glimpsed a new world, a different way of being together. A world where he didn't have to pretend to be someone he wasn't.

A world where, perhaps, he could finally feel at home.

The fact that he couldn't explain exactly what had happened only vaguely bothered him. The important thing was that he wanted it to happen again.

The Invitation

"Would you like to come to my office tomorrow?"

Giada's message arrived three days after the dinner, while Luca was sitting in the usual lecture hall staring at the Corporate Finance professor without hearing a word. The phone vibrated discreetly in his pocket, and when he read the message his heart skipped a beat.

He had thought about her constantly since that evening. Actually, if he had to be honest, he had thought of little else. Her friends, that strange harmony, the way he had felt accepted without having to prove anything. And above all he had thought about her: her confident smile, her calm voice, the way she had looked at him as if she saw something others didn't see.

I'd like that very much, he replied. What kind of office?

I'll explain better when we meet. Via Torino 45, third floor. 3 PM?

Luca looked at his watch. Four hours to go. More than enough to go home, get changed, maybe take a shower. Again.

Via Torino 45 was a recently renovated 1970s building. The lobby was modern and bright, with a reception managed by a smiling girl who directed him to the elevator without asking questions.

On the third floor he found a door with a discreet plaque: "Center for Social Balance Studies - Dr. Giada Torriani".

He rang and Giada opened immediately, as if she had been waiting for him behind the door.

"Luca, perfect. Come in." She wore a dark suit that made her look more authoritative, more adult. The office behind her was spacious and tastefully furnished: dark wood desk, bookshelves loaded with volumes, two light leather armchairs facing a low table.

"Center for Social Balance Studies?" Luca read from the internal nameplate.

"My work." Giada had him sit in one of the armchairs. "Would you like coffee? Tea?"

"Coffee, thanks."

She moved towards a professional machine in the corner, preparing two espressos with confident gestures. "So, what impression did the dinner the other night make on you?"

"Beautiful. I really liked your friends."

"You made a good impression on them too." Giada handed him the cup and sat in the other armchair. "You know, Luca, what we do is help people find their balance. Understand what their natural role is in relationships, in society. As I was telling you the other day, you're trying to be someone you're not."

"Do you remember what we said about roles? People born to lead and people born to be led?" Giada leaned slightly forward. "Here we don't just talk about it. We help people really live it."

The words resonated with something deep inside him. "And how do you figure out... a person's natural role?"

"Experience. Study. Intuition." She smiled. "And in your case, it's quite evident."

"Evident?"

"Luca, the other night you offered to help in the kitchen three times. When Marco proposed a toast, you waited for everyone to raise their glass before doing it yourself. When Francesca made that observation about gender roles, you never contradicted or acted superior. You listened."

"It's normal to be polite..."

"It's not a matter of politeness. It's a matter of instinct." Giada put her cup on the table. "Tell me something: when you were a child, did you prefer games where you were in command or those where someone else decided the rules?"

Luca thought about it. "It depends..."

"No, it doesn't depend. Tell me the truth."

"I preferred when... when someone else was in command." He admitted it quietly, as if it were an embarrassing confession.

"Perfect. And how did you feel?"

"Free. I didn't have to worry about making mistakes, choosing wrong. I could just... follow."

Giada's smile widened. "That's who you are, Luca. There's nothing wrong with this. In fact, it's a rare gift."

She got up and went to the bookshelf, extracting a thin volume with a blue cover. "I'm lending you this. It's an interesting essay on different personality types in relationships. I think it will help you understand yourself better."

Luca took the book. The title was: "Beyond dominance: complementary roles in social evolution".

"Thank you."

"And Luca?" Giada accompanied him to the door. "If you'd like, next week we're organizing another dinner. This time at my place. More intimate, more... authentic."

As he went down the stairs, Luca felt the book weighing in his bag like a promise. Or maybe like a sentence.

But for the first time in months, he had the feeling of being on the right path.

The Second Dinner

The book Giada had lent him had been sitting on his bedside table for a week, leafed through but never really read. Every time Luca tried to open it, the words seemed to slip away from his mind. "Complementary power dynamics", "evolutionary roles in social organization", "freedom in conscious submission". Concepts that attracted and repelled him at the same time.

Giada's message arrived while he was pretending to study in his apartment, sitting at his desk with Economics books open but his eyes fixed on his phone.

Dinner tomorrow night, my place. 8 PM. Are you up for it?

He didn't hesitate even a second before answering yes.

Giada's apartment was in the Navigli area, on the fourth floor of an Art Nouveau building. Smaller than the apartment where the first dinner had taken place, but furnished with the same confident taste: cream-colored walls, designer furniture, abstract paintings that seemed to cost more than his monthly rent.

This time there were only six people besides Giada: three couples that Luca recognized from the previous dinner. Elena and Pietro, Marta and Alessandro, Francesca and Marco. The atmosphere was more intimate, more collected compared to the evening with about ten people a few weeks before.

"Luca!" Francesca hugged him as if he were an old friend. "How are you? Did you read the book Giada gave you?"

"I started..." he lied, immediately feeling guilty. Luca had always been someone who tried to please others, but with them it was different - for the first time he really felt the need for their approval to matter.

"It's challenging at first," said Marco understandingly. "It takes time to accept certain ideas. I was skeptical too at first."

"Skeptical about what?"

Pietro intervened, placing a hand on Luca's shoulder. "About the fact that there can be happiness in... letting others make decisions for you. It seems unnatural, doesn't it?"

Luca nodded, not really knowing what to answer.

"But then you understand," continued Pietro, "that it's liberating. Not having to always be strong, always have the right answers. Being able to simply... trust."

During dinner, Luca noticed that the silent choreography from the previous time had become more evident. The men got up before the women finished their glasses, anticipated every need, cleared without anyone having to say anything. And the women accepted all this with a naturalness that seemed innate.

"Luca," said Giada as he was returning from the kitchen with a bottle of water, "can you also bring the wine? The red one."

It wasn't a question. The tone was sweet but firm, and Luca found himself going back to the kitchen without having even answered. Only while pouring wine into the glasses did he realize how automatically he had obeyed.

But the feeling wasn't unpleasant. Quite the opposite.

"You moved immediately," observed Elena with a smile. "That's a good sign."

"A good sign of what?" asked Luca, although part of him already feared the answer.

"That you're starting to understand your natural role," said Marta simply. "Some people take months. You seem... predisposed."

After dinner they moved to the living room. The women settled on the sofas and more comfortable armchairs, while the men took chairs or sat on poufs. Luca didn't notice immediately - it was only when he looked around that he realized the arrangement. And realized that it seemed... right to him.

"Giada told us you're questioning your future," said Elena, elegantly crossing her legs. "It's understandable. It's not easy to go against everyone's expectations."

"Expectations?"

"From your family. From society. From yourself." Francesca leaned forward. "They've always told you that you have to be a leader, right? That you have to take initiative, command, decide for others."

Luca nodded slowly.

"But you don't feel comfortable in that role," continued Francesca. "And this makes you feel... inadequate. As if there's something wrong with you."

The words confirmed what Giada had already made him notice, but hearing them from another person gave them a different weight. It wasn't just Giada's intuition - it was something so evident that everyone could see it.

"There's nothing wrong with you," said Giada with a firm voice. "There's something wrong with the world that tells you to be what you're not."

Marco got up and went to Marta, kneeling beside her armchair. She smiled at him and stroked his hair with a natural gesture, almost absent-minded.

"Marco," said Marta, "tell Luca how you were before."

Marco looked up at Luca, still kneeling. "I was unhappy. I was a lawyer, worked sixty hours a week, always had this anxiety on me. I had to be competitive, aggressive, always win. It was destroying me."

"And now?"

"Now I'm at home. I cook, clean, take care of Marta when she comes back from work. And I'm happy. Really happy."

Luca watched the scene - Marco kneeling, Marta stroking his hair - and felt something move in his chest. Envy? Desire? He couldn't identify it.

"Does it seem strange to you?" asked Giada, following his gaze.

"A bit."

"Why?"

Luca thought about it. "Because... it's not what we're taught. What men should do."

"And who decided what men should do?" Elena crossed her arms. "Other men. Centuries ago. In a completely different world from this one."

"But if you don't feel good in that role," added Francesca, "why should you force yourself to live it?"

During the conversation, Luca noticed that Pietro had also gotten up from his chair and sat on the carpet at Elena's feet, starting to gently massage them. She continued talking naturally.

Pietro, from his new position at the foot of the armchair, nodded. "It's like wearing shoes the wrong size. You can do it, but sooner or later they'll hurt you."

"You can say that again," commented Elena with an ironic smile, stretching her right foot towards him. "Look what my heels did to me last night." She pointed to a small wound on her little toe. Pietro immediately bent down, gave her a delicate kiss on the wound and then blew gently, as you do with children.

The conversation continued for hours. Stories of men who had left stressful careers to dedicate themselves to home care. Women who had found fulfillment in the role of guide, support, decision-maker. Everything told with a naturalness that made everything normal, desirable, right.

When the evening ended, Luca's head was spinning. Not from wine - he had drunk little - but from ideas, possibilities, doors that seemed to have been opened in his mind.

Giada accompanied him to the door. "Did you enjoy the evening?"

"Yes. It was... enlightening."

"Good." She placed a hand on his arm. "You know, Luca, if you'd like, next week you could come visit me at the office. Not alone. With Marco. So he can tell you more about his experience."

"I'd like that."

"And Luca?" She stopped him as he was about to leave. "Next time you come here, don't feel obligated to sit on chairs. If you feel like staying lower... it's perfectly natural." She winked at him, making sure he had understood the message perfectly.

As he went down the stairs, Luca felt those last words echoing in his head. Lower. The idea filled him with curiosity and fear.

The Office

Marco was waiting for him in front of the building when Luca arrived. He wore jeans and a simple t-shirt, had a relaxed air that contrasted with the image of the stressed lawyer he had described a few days before.

"Hi, Luca. Ready for the tour?"

They went up together to the third floor. Giada's office seemed different from the previous time - fuller, more alive. There were other people: two women in their thirties sitting at the secondary desk, a man organizing documents on a shelf.

"Luca!" Giada got up to greet him. "Meet our staff. Claudia and Elena handle new members. Roberto manages administration."

Members? Luca didn't remember membership ever being discussed.

"Roberto," said Giada, "prepare the material for Luca. The standard one."

Roberto nodded and headed towards a cabinet, extracting a folder with various documents. He did it with precise movements, almost military.

"Marco will show you how our activities work," continued Giada. "I have to go to an appointment, but we'll see each other later."

When Giada left, the office atmosphere changed subtly. Marco sat across from Luca, opening the folder.

"So, where do we start?" he said with a smile. "I suppose you have questions."

"Many. For example... members?"

"Ah, that." Marco seemed momentarily uncomfortable. "It's just a way of saying. It's nothing formal. It's just that... well, when a person decides to seriously explore this path, it's useful to have structure, constant support."

"What kind of structure?"

Marco leafed through the documents in the folder. "Weekly meetings. Practical exercises. Psychological support when needed. The point is that changing mentality isn't easy. You need people who understand you, who guide you."

One of the documents caught Luca's attention. It was a sort of questionnaire, with questions ranging from family background to sexual preferences, from relationships with authority to feelings of guilt.

"It's a bit invasive," he observed.

"It's necessary," said Marco with a patient tone. "How can Giada help you if she doesn't really know you? If she doesn't understand what blocks you, what scares you, what excites you?"

What excites you. Luca felt heat rise to his cheeks.

"You don't have to fill it out today," added Marco seeing his hesitation. "Take it home, think about it calmly. But remember one thing: here no one judges you. Whatever you have inside, whatever fantasy or desire... it's normal. It's human."

Roberto approached the table, placing a cup of coffee in front of Luca without being asked. The gesture had something automatic, well-practiced about it.

"Thank you," said Luca, and Roberto smiled with a slight nod before walking away.

"Roberto has been here for two years," explained Marco. "At first he was a financial consultant. Always under stress, always competing with colleagues. Now he's serene."

"And what does he do, exactly?"

"What's natural for him. He serves. He supports. He takes care of details so women can concentrate on important decisions." Marco sipped his coffee. "It's a fundamental role, Luca. Society has made you believe it's humiliating, but it's not. It's complementary."

Luca watched Roberto as he neatly organized some files. His movements were precise, attentive. He seemed... happy.

"And your private life?" he asked Marco. "With Marta, I mean."

Marco's face lit up. "It's wonderful. Marta makes the important decisions - where to go on vacation, how to spend money, even what to cook for dinner. I execute, and I do it willingly. She's better than me at those things. Why should I insist on doing something I'm not suited for?"

"But don't you ever feel... limited?"

"Limited?" Marco seemed genuinely surprised. "Luca, I'm freer than I've ever been. Before I had to pretend to be a leader, to always be right, to never have doubts. Now I can be myself. I can admit when I don't know something. I can ask for help. I can... submit."

The last word hung in the air. Roberto looked up from his documents, smiling slightly.

"That's the word that scares you, isn't it?" said Marco gently. "Submission. It makes you think of weakness, humiliation. But it's not like that. It's trust. It's peace."

When Giada returned, she found them still sitting at the table, with Luca thoughtfully leafing through the documents in the folder.

"How's it going?" she asked, sitting beside them.

"Well," replied Luca. "Marco explained many things to me. But I still have... questions."

"It's normal. This isn't a path that's tackled in one day." Giada looked at him carefully. "Tell me, what worries you most?"

Luca hesitated. "My family. Friends. What would they think if they knew I was considering... changing so radically?"

"And what's more important?" retorted Giada. "What they think or your happiness?"

"My happiness, I suppose. But..."

"No buts, Luca." Giada's voice became firmer. "Either you choose to live your life, or you choose to live their expectations. You can't do both."

Marco nodded. "I didn't tell my parents right away. I waited until I was sure, until I felt stable in my new role. When I finally explained it to them, they understood. They saw me happy. That's what mattered."

Giada got up and went to the window, looking at the street below. "You know what I think, Luca? That you're looking for excuses not to do what you already know you want to do."

"That's not true..."

"No?" She turned towards him. "Then tell me: when you're here, with us, do you feel good or bad?"

"Good."

"And when you're at home, alone, pretending to study for a degree that doesn't interest you?"

"Bad."

"There you go." Giada returned to the table and sat across from him. "The answer is already inside you. You just need to find the courage to listen to it."

Roberto approached again, this time bringing some documents. He placed them neatly on the table and remained standing beside Giada, with his hands behind his back.

"Roberto," said Giada without looking at him, "what do you miss most about your old life?"

"Nothing," replied Roberto immediately. "Absolutely nothing."

"And what do you like most about this one?"

"The clarity. Always knowing what my place is, what's expected of me. Not having to pretend to be someone else anymore."

At that moment Giada dropped the pen she was using. It rolled under the desk, near her feet. "Roberto," she said with a calm voice, without even looking at him, "pick it up."

Roberto immediately knelt and bent down to pick up the pen, but Giada, apparently distracted, put her foot on it. Roberto hesitated for an instant, then bent down and gave a light kiss to her foot. "Please allow me," he whispered respectfully. Only then did Giada move her foot, and Roberto could recover the pen and offer it to her with a slight smile, then returning to stand at attention beside her.

"Thank you," said Giada distractedly, as if nothing had happened.

Luca observed them - Giada sitting with regal naturalness, Roberto standing at her side like a devoted sentinel. There was something hypnotic about that dynamic.

"Take the questionnaire home," said Giada, getting up. "Think about it calmly. And Luca?"

"Yes?"

"Don't be afraid to be honest. Especially with yourself."

The Questionnaire

Luca filled out the questionnaire that same evening, sitting at his apartment desk with a bottle of wine open next to his computer. The questions were more intimate than he expected.

Describe your relationship with authority during childhood.

When do you feel most comfortable: when you make decisions or when decisions are made for you?

Have you ever felt pleasure in obeying someone?

Describe your most recurring sexual fantasies.

This last one made him hesitate longer. Then, perhaps aided by the wine, he began to write. He told of fantasies where he didn't have to be strong, didn't have to lead, didn't have to decide. Fantasies where someone else had control, and he could simply... surrender.

When he finished it was two in the morning, and he had written twelve pages.

The next day he received a message from Giada: Thank you for your honesty. Can we meet tomorrow to discuss it?

This time the meeting was different. Giada received him in a private sitting room of the office, smaller and more intimate. There were two leather armchairs and a low table, no desk to act as a barrier.

"You were very open in the questionnaire," said Giada, leafing through his answers. "What strikes me most is one thing: how much you need to be guided. It's a deep need, isn't it?"

Luca nodded, feeling heat rise to his cheeks.

"There's nothing wrong with this, Luca. But you must understand that accepting this part of yourself requires... courage. And trust." She got up and went to a small bookshelf. "Come here."

It wasn't a request. Luca got up and joined her.

"Kneel," she said simply.

Luca hesitated for a moment, then knelt in front of her. His heart was beating hard, but there was something profoundly right about that position.

Giada placed a hand on his head. "How do you feel?"

"Good," he whispered. "Strange, but... good."

"This is your natural place, Luca. Here, at the feet of those who know how to guide you." Her voice was sweet but firm. "Now get up. We have a lot to talk about."

The New Routine

The following week, Giada invited him to dinner again. This time there were no other guests - just the two of them, in the silent apartment.

"I cooked for you too," she said, indicating the table set for two. "But first, there's something I'd like you to do."

She handed him a pair of black velvet slippers. "Put them on my feet."

Giada sat comfortably in the armchair. Luca knelt and gently removed her high heels, which made a small thud as they fell to the floor. She sighed with relief, moving her toes. "Much better," she murmured.

"Did you like doing that?" she asked as he slipped on the slippers.

"Yes," replied Luca, surprised by the sincerity of his response.

"Good. It's natural to take care of those you love, isn't it?" Giada's tone was sweet, almost maternal. "Marco always does this with Marta. It's one of their little rituals."

During dinner, while Luca served the courses, Giada introduced what she called "an interesting experiment."

"You know, I read that in Eastern cultures there are beautiful traditions about complementary roles," she said as he poured her wine. "For example, in Japan there's this custom where when someone asks you something, you always respond with respect, even to the simplest requests."

"How do you mean?"

"Instead of just saying 'yes', you say 'Yes, Giada' or 'As you prefer, Giada'. It's a way to maintain focus on the relationship, on the person you love." She smiled. "Would you like to try? Just for tonight, as a game."

It seemed harmless. "Yes... Giada."

"Perfect!" She clapped her hands, pleased. "Hear how good that sounds? It's respectful, but also intimate."

As the evening progressed, Luca got used to the new way of responding. At first he had to remind himself consciously, then it became automatic. And every time he said "Yes, Giada" she smiled with that expression of maternal pride that filled him with warmth.

After dinner, she lay down on the sofa and pointed to her feet. "Massage them."

"Yes, Giada."

While he massaged her feet, Giada began talking about the progress he was making.

"You know what I like most about you, Luca? That you have a natural instinct for care. You instinctively understand that there's beauty in taking care of someone you love."

Her words filled him with pride. He was good at this. He was naturally suited for it.

"Next week," continued Giada, "you could start coming here more often. Maybe every day after university. You could help me with household chores, cook together... It would be nice to have someone who takes care of details while I focus on work."

"I'd like that very much."

"Yes, Giada," she corrected him gently.

"Yes, Giada. I'd like that very much."

So began the daily routine. Every day, after lessons he attended increasingly distractedly, Luca went to Giada's. At first it was just small helps: washing dishes, vacuuming, preparing coffee when she came back from work.

But Giada had a talent for transforming every gesture into something meaningful.

"When you prepare coffee," she told him one evening, "put all your love into it. Think about how much I appreciate what you do for me. The coffee will taste different."

And she was right. When Luca began to charge every domestic gesture with intention and care, everything seemed to take on a deeper meaning.

Then came the first small "traditions," as Giada called them.

"Marco told me something sweet," she said one evening while he was drying her hair after her shower. "When Marta comes home from work, he always waits for her kneeling beside the door. Not because he's obligated to, but because it's his way of honoring her, of showing her how important she is to him."

Luca felt something move in his chest. "It's... beautiful."

"Isn't it? It's not humiliating as it might seem at first glance. It's a gesture of love." Giada turned to look at him. "Would you like to try? Tomorrow, when I come back from work?"

"Yes, Giada."

The next day, Luca found himself waiting kneeling beside the door. When Giada entered and saw him, her face lit up with such pure joy that he felt pervaded by incredible warmth.

"Oh, Luca. How sweet this gesture is." She bent down and stroked his hair. "How do you feel?"

"Good. Right."

"I can see that. This is your natural place, beside me, ready to serve me."

Gradually, the tasks multiplied. A list that initially seemed reasonable - prepare breakfast, keep the living room tidy, do the shopping - expanded to include every aspect of the house. Ironing, cleaning bathrooms, washing floors, dusting, cooking all meals.

It was during one of those daily shopping trips that Giada introduced another "simplification," as she called it.

"Luca, dear, it's absurd that you should spend your money on household things," she said as he returned from the supermarket with shopping bags. "Now that you work here, it's right that I take care of you. Give me the receipts, I'll reimburse everything."

"It's not necessary, Giada. I can..."

"I insist. It's the least I can do for someone who dedicates himself so much to me." She smiled at him. "And besides, it's more practical if I manage the household finances. You already have so much to do."

From that day, Giada began paying for everything: shopping, cleaning products, even clothes when Luca's wore out from too much housework. She gave him a small weekly allowance "for your personal things," as she said with an affectionate tone.

Luca felt strange but also... liberated. For the first time in his life he had a real job, something concrete to do. He was no longer the spoiled son living off his parents' money - now he earned his living, even if in an unconventional way. This thought made him more inclined to accept Giada's requests, more determined to do his "job" well.

"It's important that you have structure," explained Giada when she presented him with a detailed schedule. "Marco says that having a clear routine helps him feel fulfilled. Look."

She showed him a table: wake up at 7:00, breakfast ready for 7:30, cleaning from 9:00 to 11:00, shopping and lunch preparation, afternoon cleaning, dinner preparation, evening service.

"It seems very... complete," said Luca, noticing there were no free moments.

"It's just to help you be efficient. And you'll see how fulfilled you'll feel knowing you've done everything the right way." She smiled at him. "We can always modify it if needed."

But they never modified it. In fact, new tasks were added.

The turning point came one evening, three weeks after the start of the daily routine.

"Luca," said Giada after dinner, while he was collecting the plates, "come here. I want you to do something special for me."

She sat on the sofa and took off her shoes. "I walked a lot today. My feet hurt and they're... sweaty." She looked at him with a strange expression, as if she were evaluating something. "Would you clean them for me?"

"Of course. I'll bring you a basin with hot water and..."

"No." Giada's tone became firmer. "With your tongue."

Luca stopped abruptly. "What?"

"I want you to clean my feet with your tongue. Like puppies do when they take care of their mistress." The words came out naturally, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

Puppies. Mistress. Luca felt something twist in his stomach.

"I... I don't know if..."

"Luca." Giada's voice became sweet but firm. "I know that inside you know it's the right thing to do. I see it in your eyes. But you're afraid because it seems like too big a step." She leaned towards him. "Have courage, dear. Trust your instinct."

He hesitated, feeling a mix of repulsion and, strangely, excitement.

"Marco always does it with Marta," continued Giada. "And Roberto with Claudia. It's a gesture of complete devotion. Of absolute trust." She leaned forward. "You don't have to do it if you don't feel ready. But if you really love me, if you really want to grow..."

Her words hit the mark. Transforming refusal into fear, obedience into courage. Luca found himself kneeling in front of her, his heart beating hard.

"Here's my good boy," murmured Giada when he began. "See how natural it is? How complete you feel?"

And the terrible thing was that, in that moment, he really felt complete. As if he had finally found his place in the world.

"Now you understand," she said with a hypnotic voice while he continued. "This is who you really are. You don't have to pretend to be someone else anymore."

A few days later, while Luca was massaging her feet after dinner, Giada's phone rang.

"Hi Elena," she answered without moving her feet from his hands. "Yes, everything's fine... How's the project with the consulting company going?"

Luca continued the massage, trying not to listen while Giada talked about contracts, investments, figures he didn't understand. The conversation lasted several minutes, with her gesticulating animatedly while discussing "demographic targets" and "ROI."

"Ah, speaking of beautiful things," said Giada at one point, completely changing tone, "do you remember Luca?... Yes, exactly him. He's here with me now."

Luca felt his cheeks redden, but continued massaging.

"Oh Elena, he's become so sweet, so attentive. He has a natural talent for taking care of me. Right now he's giving me a divine foot massage... Yes, he's very good." She laughed. "I tell you, it's as if he was born for this."

Giada lowered the phone and looked at Luca with a mischievous smile. "Elena says you're lucky to have found your path. Give her a demonstration - give me a little kiss on my feet."

Luca hesitated for an instant, aware that there was someone listening on the other end of the phone.

"Elena, listen to this," said Giada bringing the phone closer while he bent down to delicately kiss her feet. The sound of the kiss resonated clearly.

"Adorable, isn't it?" continued Giada on the phone. "It's so natural for him... Yes, yes, Marco is the same with Marta. These sensitive boys are a treasure when they find their place."

Luca felt a mix of humiliation and strange pride. Giada was talking about him as someone special, good at what he did. It was embarrassing, but also... gratifying.

After that evening, other "traditions" were gradually added. Bowing when she entered a room. "Permission to speak" when he wanted to say something during her TV programs. The rule of never sitting on a chair when she was present - always on the floor, at her feet.

"Kneel and lower your head," became a recurring command. She began calling him "my little slave" in a joking tone, then increasingly serious.

"Tell me what you must call me," she asked him one evening, and when he hesitated, she added: "Mistress. Now repeat."

Luca stopped going out with friends - Giada always had something urgent for him to do precisely when he had social commitments. Their evenings were always at home: her on the sofa watching her favorite programs, him sitting on the floor beside her, ready to serve her.

"It's more intimate this way," said Giada when he mentioned wanting to go out. "Why should we need other people when we have everything here? You have me, I have you. It's perfect."

Little by little, the rituals became more specific. Once a week he gave her a complete pedicure - filing nails, removing cuticles, massaging feet with moisturizing cream. It was a moment that Giada called "our special hour," during which she spoke sweetly to him about the progress he was making.

"You know what I like most about you?" she told him one evening, while he carefully applied nail polish. "That you never ask stupid questions. You never question what is obviously right. Marco was much more resistant at first."

Luca smiled, feeling special. He was good at this. He was naturally suited for it.

Orders multiplied, but always introduced as "small favors" or "sweet gestures." "Bring me the phone," "Get tissues from the bathroom," "Pick up the clothes I left on the chair." Every little thing Giada left messy or needed automatically became a task for Luca.

"It's nice to be useful, isn't it?" she often told him. "To feel necessary, important in my life."

And he really felt important. For the first time in his life, someone truly needed him.

But all this seemed normal to him. In fact, it reassured him. Finally someone had made all the decisions for him.

And when, rarely, a thought of doubt crossed his mind, Giada always seemed to notice.

"You're thinking too much," she told him with a maternal tone. "Thinking only makes you confused and unhappy. Let me think for you. You just focus on feeling. On obeying. On being happy. Come here," she said, pointing to the floor in front of her. "Kneel and put your forehead on the ground. Like this." She took off a shoe and gently placed her bare foot on his neck, assuming a pose of absolute control. "Feel how your mind calms down? How everything becomes simpler when you accept that I know what's best for you? Tell me who I am to you."

"You are my mistress," whispered Luca against the floor.

"And what are you?"

"Your most humble slave."

"Good. Never forget that."

The physical contact, combined with that position of complete submission, really had a calming effect on Luca. It was as if all doubts and anxieties melted away, leaving room for deep peace.

And so Luca learned not to think.

The Signal

It was Roberto who triggered the first alarm bell. Luca hadn't seen him for weeks - Giada had started keeping him away from the office, saying he was "ready for the next phase" - but he ran into him by chance at the supermarket.

At first he almost didn't recognize him.

Roberto was pushing the cart with mechanical movements, his gaze fixed on the shopping list he held in his hand. He had lost at least ten kilograms, his cheekbones were more prominent, and there were deep dark circles under his eyes. But what struck Luca most was his posture: curved shoulders, slightly bowed head, as if he was always waiting for an order or a scolding.

"Roberto!" he called, approaching with a smile. "What a coincidence! How are you?"

Roberto jumped as if he had been hit by an electric shock. When he turned and saw Luca, his face contracted in an expression of pure panic.

"Luca... I..." he stammered, looking around nervously. "I shouldn't... I mean..."

"Everything okay?" Luca looked at him worried. Roberto looked like someone who hadn't slept for weeks. "You seem tired."

"I'm fine," replied the other too quickly, avoiding eye contact. He held the shopping list with both hands, and Luca noticed that his fingers were trembling slightly. "I just... I have so many things to do. Claudia is waiting for me."

"But wait, how's the new job going? Last time we met you seemed so happy to have found your balance..."

Roberto stiffened. For a moment his eyes filled with something that looked like desperation, then he looked at the list again as if it contained vital instructions.

"Everything's... everything's perfect," he said with a monotonous voice, as if he were reciting. "Claudia always knows what's best for me. I do what she tells me and... and I'm happy. Very happy."

The words came out mechanical, devoid of conviction. It was like hearing a broken record that always repeated the same phrase.

"Roberto, but really..."

"I can't talk," interrupted Roberto, with a thread of panic in his voice that became more acute. He looked around as if he feared being watched. "She doesn't want me to talk with... with people from outside. She told me it's for my own good, that external influences confuse me and..." He stopped abruptly, realizing he had said too much.

"External influences? Roberto, but what are you talking about? It's me, do you remember? We met in Giada's office..."

"Don't say her name!" hissed Roberto, throwing a terrified glance towards the supermarket exit. "If someone hears... if she finds out I talked to you..."

The terror in his eyes was so pure and childish that Luca felt himself freeze. Roberto seemed like a frightened child afraid of being punished.

"Listen," said Luca lowering his voice, "if you have some problem, if you need help..."

"Help?" Roberto laughed, but it was a choked laugh, without joy. "You don't understand. No one understands. I don't need help, I need to... to do what I'm told. It's simpler that way. It's better that way."

He clung to the cart as if it were a lifeline. "I have to go. Claudia is waiting for me at five and if I'm late... I can't be late. Sorry."

And he left almost running, pushing the cart with frantic movements and looking behind him as if he were being chased. Luca stood there motionless, watching him disappear towards the checkout.

Only when Roberto had vanished from sight did he realize he had been holding his breath the entire time.

The man he had just met had nothing to do with the serene and confident Roberto he remembered from the dinners. That was... that looked like a ghost. An empty shell of a person, animated only by fear and obedience.

A feeling of cold crossed his stomach as he went home. For the first time in weeks, he began to ask himself questions he had stopped posing.

What if...?

But no. Roberto was simply having a bad day. It happened to everyone. Giada would explain it to him.

The Spiral

That evening, while massaging Giada's feet after dinner, Luca couldn't get Roberto's image out of his mind. His frightened eyes, the way he had looked around as if he were hunted, that choked laugh...

"You're distracted tonight," observed Giada, moving her foot slightly to reclaim his attention. "Something wrong?"

Luca hesitated for a moment, then decided to be honest. "I met Roberto today. At the supermarket."

Giada's foot stiffened imperceptibly under his hands. "Ah. And how was he?"

"Strange. Very strange." Luca continued the massage, searching for the right words. "He seemed... scared. Terrified, I'd say. He said he couldn't talk to me because you don't want him talking to people from outside. Is that true?"

The silence that followed lasted too long. When Giada responded, her voice was calm but had a different nuance, sharper.

"Roberto is going through a difficult phase of his journey. It happens. Some people resist change more than others."

"But he seemed so... drained. Like he hadn't slept for weeks."

"Luca." Giada's voice became firmer. "Roberto shouldn't talk to you. I had told him that clearly. You're still in a delicate phase, and certain... external influences can be harmful."

"But I don't understand..."

"There's nothing to understand." Giada abruptly withdrew her feet. "The fact that you're here asking me questions instead of concentrating on your task demonstrates exactly what I mean."

Luca looked at her, confused by the sudden change in tone. "Giada, I just wanted to..."

"Enough." The command came out dry, sharp. For the first time in weeks, Giada looked at him with authentic irritation. "You know what? Instead of wasting energy on useless chatter, put that tongue to better use. Lick my feet. So I relax and you concentrate on something constructive instead of filling your head with stupid doubts."

The order was so crude, so different from Giada's usual affectionate tone, that Luca remained motionless for a moment, stunned. The humiliation crossed him like a shock, but the habit of obeying took over after a few seconds.

As he began to lick her feet, he started to load the gesture with meaning: he wanted her forgiveness, he hadn't done anything wrong yet he felt terribly guilty. How could he have doubted her? How could he have let Roberto put those stupid ideas in his head?

After a few minutes, Giada's voice became sweet and affectionate, but with a nuance that had never been there before - something possessive, threatening under the surface.

"Here's my good boy. See how much happier you are when you don't think? When you don't let others confuse you?" She stroked his hair with her free foot while he continued. "Listen to me carefully, dear. You don't understand certain things. Roberto is going through a difficult phase, but it's not what you think. The problem is that when you go out alone, when you talk to the wrong people, they confuse you. They put doubts back in your head that only hurt you."

Her voice was hypnotic, persuasive, but had a new hardness. "Do you really want to go back to being unhappy like before? Do you really want to leave all this? Everything we've built together?"

Luca completely melted, starting to cry while continuing to serve her. "I'm sorry," he sobbed. "I'm sorry, I didn't want to make you angry. I promise I won't disobey anymore."

"I know, dear," she murmured, but in her eyes there was something cold, calculating. "My little slave always knows how to come back to mommy when he's made a mistake. If my little doggy continues to be so sweet and obedient, his mistress will forget everything."

That night, Luca stayed awake for a long time, staring at the ceiling. Giada's words echoed in his head. He still felt gratitude and devotion, but for the first time since they had been together something seemed not to add up.

But when sleep finally came, the doubts dissolved. In the morning he woke up with only one thought: he had to be a better servant. He had to earn Giada's forgiveness.

He didn't know that that night had marked a point of no return.

The change was gradual but inexorable. Giada became more demanding, colder. Compliments became rare.

At first they were small things. Constant criticism: "You dusted badly," "This dish isn't clean enough," "You didn't iron this shirt well." Then came harsher orders: "Do it again," "You're not fast enough," "Concentrate more."

One morning, when Giada tasted the coffee, she made a face. "This coffee sucks," she said, spilling the cup on the floor. "Clean up. With your tongue."

Luca hesitated. It was the first time she had asked him something so degrading.

"I said with your tongue, Luca."

He obeyed, feeling for the first time a hint of discomfort and rebellion mixing with the pleasure of submission.

"That's good," said Giada when he had finished. "Now go make the coffee again. And this time do it properly."

Then came the slaps. One day for forgetting to fold a towel, another for responding half a second late. "It's for your own good," Giada always explained. "You have to learn discipline."

The punishments became more frequent and severe. One evening, for spilling a drop of wine on the table, Giada took a leather belt. "Bend over the sofa," she ordered coldly. "Ten strokes. And count out loud."

Another time she forced him to stay kneeling on the balcony gravel for a full hour, because he had dared to suggest a different TV program. "Maybe this way you'll learn not to have opinions when they're not asked for," she said, closing the glass door.

Then began the food deprivation. "You don't deserve dinner tonight," she told him one evening, after he had taken too long to clean the bathroom. "Disobedient dogs don't eat." Luca spent the night with stomach cramps, while she dined alone in front of the TV.

"Are you hungry?" she asked him the next morning, seeing him pale and trembling. When he nodded weakly, she smiled. "Good. Hunger will help you remember that I'm in charge here."

Simultaneously, Giada began controlling every aspect of his life. She took away his phone: "External distractions interfere with your progress." She limited his outings: "You have everything you need here." She began choosing his clothes: "You have to learn that decisions belong to me."

Luca stopped going to university. He stopped seeing friends. He stopped calling his parents.

"It's temporary," Giada assured him. "When you've completed your journey, you can resume contact. But for now you have to concentrate only on me."

But when Luca hinted at protests, Giada always had an explanation: "If you really love me, you'll accept what's necessary for your growth. Roberto went through the same phase. Look how serene he is now."

But Luca wasn't sure Roberto was really serene. The last time he had seen him, in the office, the man seemed like a shadow of himself.

The days took on a monotonous rhythm: wake up at dawn to prepare breakfast, house cleaning, waiting for Giada's return, evening service. Every mistake was punished, obedience rewarded increasingly rarely with a smile or caress.

One evening, while he was cleaning the bathroom, Luca looked at himself in the mirror. He didn't recognize himself. He had lost weight, had an empty, submissive expression. His eyes no longer had that light he had seen in the first weeks with Giada.

What's happening to me? he thought.

But when Giada called him from the living room, the thought vanished, replaced by the automatic impulse to obey.

The Awakening

Luca was sweeping the kitchen floor when he stopped, the broom suspended in mid-air. It had happened again. For the third time that morning he had found himself thinking about Roberto instead of his work.

He resumed sweeping, but the movements had become mechanical. Roberto's eyes at the supermarket kept coming back to his mind. That way of looking at the shopping list as if it contained survival instructions. And his hands that were trembling.

But did Roberto always have trembling hands?

Luca stopped again. He couldn't remember. In the meetings at Giada's office, Roberto had always seemed so calm, so confident. When he had said he was happy, Luca had believed him.

I also always say I'm happy.

The thought came from nowhere and caught him by surprise. Of course he was happy. Giada had made him understand this so many times. He was finally in his place, doing what he was born for. Why wouldn't he be happy?

He resumed sweeping with more energy, as if physical activity could silence those strange thoughts. But Roberto's voice continued to echo: "It's simpler this way. It's better this way."

Simple. Better. Words that he also used often, lately. When Giada asked him how he felt, when doubts tried to surface.

But better than what?

Luca leaned on the broom, suddenly tired. Since this routine had begun, he no longer had time to really think. There was always something to do, something to take care of. And when he finally went to bed, he collapsed from sleep.

Maybe that's exactly the point.

No. He shook his head. Giada was right: thinking too much only made him confused. It was better to concentrate on tasks, on the present, on what was safe and tangible.

But as he put the broom in the closet, he noticed that his hands were trembling slightly. Like Roberto's.

He went to the bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror. The face staring back at him was thinner, his eyes slightly sunken. When was the last time he had really laughed? When had he felt joy, not just that strange peace that came after obeying?

Before. I was different before.

But before he was also unhappy, confused, lost. Giada had reminded him of this so many times. Now he had a purpose, a direction. He didn't have to worry about anything because she was there to decide.

Like Claudia decides for Roberto.

Luca ran a hand over his face. These thoughts weren't right. Giada wasn't like Claudia. Giada loved him. She had chosen him, guided him towards happiness.

Does all this make sense?

The question crossed his mind before he could stop it. He gripped the sink, frightened by his own audacity. He shouldn't think these things. He had to prepare lunch. Giada would be back at two and wanted everything ready.

But as he headed towards the kitchen, he felt something different in his steps. A heaviness he had never noticed before. And for a moment, a very brief moment, he had the feeling of being watched. Not by Giada, but by himself. By the Luca from before, the one he had forgotten how to be.

Who were you, before?

He was slicing tomatoes when the question hit him again. Who had he been? What did he like to do? He had friends, projects, stupid but his own dreams. When was the last time he had chosen something by himself?

The knife slipped slightly, grazing his finger. A drop of blood fell on the cutting board.

The turning point came unexpectedly. He had returned from his thoughts and was continuing to prepare lunch when the doorbell rang. Giada was at work, and he had orders never to open to anyone in her absence.

The doorbell continued to ring, insistent. Then he heard a voice.

"Luca? It's Tommaso. I know you're in there."

Tommaso. The name resonated in his mind like a distant echo. His best friend from university. A lifetime ago.

Luca approached the door, his heart beating hard. But he didn't stop immediately to open. For the first time in weeks, he had to make a decision that was truly his own.

"Luca, your parents are worried. You haven't answered the phone for weeks. Open up, I need to talk to you."

His parents. When had he called them last? Giada had told him it was better to concentrate on their relationship, that external influences confused. But now, hearing Tommaso's voice, he realized that that distance hadn't been his choice.

He remained motionless, paralyzed between the desire to open and the fear of disobeying Giada. But for the first time, the desire was stronger than the fear.

"Luca, please. I know something happened. Just open for five minutes."

Just five minutes.

In the end, Luca opened.

Tommaso looked at him shocked. "Christ almighty, Luca. What have they done to you?"

For the first time in weeks, Luca saw himself through someone else's eyes. He saw his thinness, his humble clothes, his submissive posture. The questions he had asked himself earlier all came back together, stronger.

"I'm fine," he said automatically, but the words sounded empty even to his ears.

"Fine? But do you look at yourself in the mirror? You look like... you look like a larva."

The word hit Luca like a slap. Larva. Was that what he had become? A being that crawled, that existed only to serve, that had forgotten what it meant to be human?

"I need to talk to you," continued Tommaso, gently pushing to enter. "Your parents want to report you missing. What's happening here?"

Luca opened his mouth to repeat the phrases Giada had taught him, but something blocked them in his throat. Does all this make sense? The question from earlier returned, more insistent.

"Everything's fine. I'm with Giada, she loves me and is helping me to..." The words came out laboriously, as if they no longer belonged to him.

"Giada who? That woman you told me about?" Tommaso looked at him with growing concern. "Luca, listen to me. If she cared about you she wouldn't keep you locked up here, segregated from the world. When was the last time you went out? That you called someone? That you did something you really wanted to do?"

Tommaso's questions resonated with those Luca had asked himself earlier. When had he chosen something by himself last? When had he laughed, really laughed? When had he felt like himself instead of an extension of someone else's will?

Tommaso's words resonated in a part of Luca that had remained buried but not dead. A part that began to wake up, slowly, painfully.

The Goodbye

After Tommaso left, Luca remained sitting on the sofa, motionless. His words continued to echo in his head: "If she cared about you she wouldn't keep you locked up here, segregated from the world."

Segregated. The word hurt, but it was true.

He looked at the clock. One-thirty. Giada would be back at two, and he hadn't finished preparing lunch yet. He should get up, run to the kitchen, make up for lost time. That's what he would have always done.

But he didn't move.

What's happening to me?

For the first time in months, his body seemed to no longer respond automatically to imposed duties. As if Tommaso's visit had broken something in the perfect mechanism that Giada had built inside him.

He got up slowly and went to the kitchen. The tomatoes were still on the cutting board, the dried drop of blood. He looked at everything as if seeing it for the first time: the shiny dishes, the perfect floor, everything in its place. His golden prison.

I have to finish lunch.

But as he picked up the knife, he stopped. Why? Not because he was hungry. Not because he wanted to cook. Only because Giada expected it.

What if I didn't do it?

The thought terrified and excited him at the same time. What would happen if Giada came back and didn't find lunch ready? If he wasn't kneeling waiting for her at the door?

She would punish me.

Of course she would punish him. And he would apologize, as always. He would cry, as always. And then everything would go back to how it was before.

Like before.

Luca leaned against the kitchen counter, suddenly nauseated. "Like before" meant those empty eyes again. That forced peace again. Forgetting again who he had been before meeting Giada.

If I wait, I'll go back to believing her.

The awareness hit him with the force of a revelation. He knew her, Giada. He knew how she could manipulate words, how she managed to make everything seem right and natural. If she came home and started talking with that sweet and hypnotic voice of hers, he would give in. He would apologize for having doubted. He would promise to be a good slave.

I have to leave. Now.

But his legs wouldn't obey him. Years of conditioning couldn't be erased in one afternoon. Even knowing he had to escape, part of him continued to whisper that he was getting everything wrong, that he was betraying the only person who had ever really understood him.

No. Tommaso is right.

He concentrated on his friend's shocked face, on that word: larva. That's what he had become. Not a man, not even a voluntary servant. An insect that crawled for someone else's whims.

He went to the bedroom and opened the closet. His clothes were few and tidy, washed and ironed to perfection. He took a bag and started filling it, but his hands were trembling. Every garment he put inside seemed like a betrayal.

If you change your mind now, you'll never have the courage again.

It was true. He knew it. This moment of lucidity was fragile like a soap bubble. A breath, a doubt, a word from Giada was enough to make it burst.

Move.

He closed the bag and went towards the door. He stopped with his hand on the handle. On the other side was the world. The real one. The one he had forgotten existed.

What will I do? Where will I go?

He didn't know. But it was better than the alternative. It was better than staying there to rot, to become like Roberto.

Roberto. Had he also had a moment like this? An instant when he understood, but didn't have the courage to act?

I won't be like Roberto.

He opened the door.

But he didn't go out immediately. He went back, took the phone that Giada had taken from him weeks before. He turned it on with trembling hands. Three missed calls from his parents. Seven messages from Tommaso.

The most recent one said: "If you need help, call me. At any hour."

Luca almost burst into tears. There was still someone who cared about him. Someone who saw him as a person, not as an object.

He wrote a quick reply: "I'm leaving home. I'll call you back soon."

Then he headed towards the door, determined. But just as he was about to leave, he heard the sound of the elevator.

His heart stopped. It was her. Giada had come back early.

For a moment he was tempted to run towards the kitchen, to kneel at the door, to pretend nothing had happened. It would have been so easy. So familiar.

No.

He sat on the sofa. Right in the center, in an upright position. Not at anyone's feet. Not kneeling. Like a man.

When Giada opened the door and saw him, her face immediately transformed.

"What does this mean?" she asked with an icy voice.

Luca looked her in the eyes, and for the first time in months he didn't lower his gaze.

"We need to talk," he said, surprising himself with the firmness of his voice. It was as if Tommaso had awakened a part of him he thought was dead.

"You don't have to do anything except what I tell you. On your knees. Immediately."

Giada's voice had that tone that once made him melt immediately. But now, instead of obeying, Luca felt a clean, just anger rise inside him. An anger he hadn't felt for months.

"No."

The word came out small, trembling, but it came out. Giada looked at him incredulous.

"What did you say?"

"I said no." Luca's voice became firmer. "I don't kneel anymore. I don't clean with my tongue anymore. I don't let myself be beaten anymore." He got up, his legs trembling but supporting him. "This isn't love, Giada. This is abuse."

Giada's face transformed. The sweet and controlling expression disappeared, replaced by something cold and cruel that Luca had seen only in rare moments of punishment.

"Stupid spoiled boy," she hissed. "Do you think you can go back to your privileged life after everything that happened? Do you think your parents will welcome you with open arms when they know what you did here? The photos I have of you?"

Photos? Luca felt his blood freeze in his veins. Of course. Obviously she had photos. How could he have been so naive?

"Oh yes," smiled Giada seeing his expression. "Every humiliation, every act of submission. Everything documented. If you try to leave, if you try to speak badly of me to someone, those photos will end up everywhere. To your parents, your friends, the university."

For a moment, Luca felt the old fear take over again. The humiliation, the shame. Everyone would know what he had become.

But then he thought of Roberto, of his dead eyes, of his life reduced to pure obedience. And he thought of himself in ten years, still there, still licking someone's feet, forgotten by the world.

"Do it," he said, and his voice was firmer than he expected. "Publish whatever you want. I'd rather die of shame than continue living like this."

Giada didn't expect that response. For the first time since he had known her, Luca saw her hesitate.

"You don't know what you're saying. Without me you're nothing. You'll come back to me in a week, crawling."

"No." Luca took the bag he had prepared. "I won't come back."

He went towards the bedroom to take the few other things that had remained his. Giada followed him, continuing to threaten, to manipulate, to promise him he would regret it. But her words now seemed empty, desperate to him.

She's losing control. She's afraid.

The realization surprised him. Giada was afraid. Afraid of losing her toy, her little slave. And that fear made her clumsy, predictable.

"Listen to me," she said suddenly changing tone, returning to that sweet and hypnotic voice. "I know you're confused. It's normal. But I love you, Luca. Everything I did was for your good. To help you find yourself."

Luca stopped for an instant. Those words, once, would have worked. But now he saw behind them. He saw the manipulation, the calculation.

If I listen to her, she'll convince me again.

"I'm sorry," he said, and he really meant it. Because deep down, part of him had loved her. Or had loved the idea of being loved by her. "But I have to go."

When he left the apartment with the bag in his hand, Giada was still on the threshold, continuing to shout threats and promises. But Luca didn't turn back.

For the first time in months, he breathed fresh air and felt it tasted like freedom.




Epilogue

Two years later, Luca was sitting in the university café with a book open in front of him. Not the Economics one he had abandoned, but a Psychology manual. He had changed his course of study six months after leaving Giada's apartment. His parents hadn't asked questions.

His phone vibrated. A message from Tommaso: "Drinks tonight?"

Luca looked at the message and smiled. Then he looked at his watch and realized he had a choice to make. He could answer yes and go out with friends, or he could stay home to study. Once that choice would have paralyzed him. Too much freedom, too much responsibility.

Now he knew that every choice had a price, and that he was the one who had to pay it.

"Yes, I'm in," he replied.

He hadn't suddenly become confident. He hadn't found an overwhelming passion that illuminated his future. He was still the insecure boy who asked himself too many questions and often didn't know which direction to take. But he had learned something fundamental: it was better to make mistakes as a free man than to be right as a prisoner.

And he had learned the importance of setting goals for himself, even small ones. He wanted to become a psychologist - not for a mystical vocation, but because he knew what it meant to be manipulated and wanted to help others recognize the signs. It wasn't all roses: there were days when studying seemed like a mountain, exams that terrified him, doubts about himself. But he did his duty. Not to please anyone, but because he had chosen it himself.

The therapy with Dr. Martinelli had lasted eighteen months. It hadn't been easy. There were days when he missed that artificial peace, someone deciding for him. Nostalgia for Giada came in waves, especially in difficult moments. During exams, when the future seemed uncertain, when loneliness made itself felt.

"It's normal," the doctor had told him. "You don't miss the abuse. You miss the simplicity. Not having to choose."

She was right. It was easier to be a happy slave than a free and confused man. But Luca had seen where that road led. He had seen Roberto.

One day, almost by chance, he had met him again. At the supermarket, like the first time. Roberto was pushing the cart with the same mechanical movements, but now Luca noticed details that had escaped him before. The way he avoided everyone's gaze. How he automatically apologized if someone passed near him. The shopping list he held like a talisman, written in handwriting that wasn't his.

Luca hadn't spoken to him. What could he have said? "Run away"? Roberto had already made his choice. He had preferred the security of the cage to the effort of freedom.

That evening Luca had gone home and cried. Not for Roberto, but for himself. For how close he had been to becoming like him. For how easy it had been to give up everything.

But he had also felt something else: gratitude. Towards Tommaso, who had had the courage to knock on his door. Towards his parents, who hadn't judged him. Towards himself, for finding the strength to say no.

Now he closed the book and left the café. The day was gray, typical of Milan in November. Once that grayness would have depressed him. Now he simply saw it as the weather. Not everything had to have deep meaning. Not everything had to be perfect.

Walking home, he thought about what he had learned. That freedom wasn't a prize you won, but a muscle that had to be trained every day. That uncertainty was the price of possibility. That being confused was better than being extinguished.

And that sometimes, choosing to suffer was the only choice worth making.

His phone rang. A message from Sara: "Hi love, can you stop by the market? I have an important meeting tomorrow and can't get out."

Luca smiled reading the message. Sara. His girlfriend of eight months, the woman who had put everything in perspective. Lawyer, determined, with a rising career and clear ideas about what she wanted from life. And strangely, what she wanted included him - not a modified version of him, but exactly him as he was.

They had met during a Social Psychology exam. She was preparing for an evening master's while working at a law firm, he had finally found the courage to tackle university seriously. They had started studying together, then the rest was born.

The strangest - and most beautiful - thing was that Sara liked exactly the same things he liked. The difference was in the context. In mutual respect. In balance.

In bed, she commanded. She was very good at it, knew exactly what she wanted and how to get it. And he liked to obey, surrender, let her have control. But it was a conscious choice, negotiated, safe. With safe words, respect for limits, mutual care. It was passion, not prison.

Outside the bedroom, they were equal partners. They made important decisions together, supported each other in difficult moments, respected each other as individuals. Luca took care of the house not because it was his "natural place," but because he had more time and liked doing it. Sara focused on her career not because she had to dominate, but because professional ambition made her happy.

He had moved in with her three months before, and it worked. She came home tired from legal battles, he had dinner ready and the living room tidy. They told each other about their day, watched a movie, and if the mood was right... well, that worked perfectly too.

"Of course," he replied to the message. "What do you need?"

"Surprise me. I know you know what I like."

Luca laughed. Sara always had the ready comeback. Once he would have spent hours wondering what to buy, terrorized of making a mistake. Now he knew that even if he chose badly, she would tease him affectionately and they would solve it together.

He changed direction towards the market. His studies were going well, even though he had understood he probably would never become a clinical psychologist. He was interested in understanding human nature, but maybe his future was simply being a good partner, an attentive future father, someone who knew how to create a welcoming home. And that was okay.

If Sara made a career - and she was making one - he would support her. If they had children, he would take care of them primarily. Not out of obligation, but by choice. The choice to build something together, instead of submitting to someone.

He quickened his pace towards the market. Sara was waiting for him at home, and for the first time in a long time, he couldn't wait to arrive either.
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