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Marco’s Job

He hoped that Dr. Rinaldi had already left. But no, the light from her office still filtered under the frosted glass door.

The dry click of heels on the linoleum grew louder. Marco instinctively straightened up.

"Marco." Her voice arrived before she fully entered his line of sight. Dr. Rinaldi stopped in front of him, arms crossed, her pearl-gray wool suit impeccable despite ten hours of work. The golden buttons gleamed, her white silk shirt was perfectly ironed, and her black patent leather shoes were without a single scuff.

"Yes, Doctor." Marco looked up. The creases in his light-blue shirt's cuffs were gone, his blue tie had loosened during the day, and a small ink stain was visible on his left sleeve. His gray trousers were made of a fabric that had seen better days.

She took a step closer, resting her knuckles on a table. Marco smelled her perfume mixed with the scent of paper and printer toner.

"So, let's take stock." Her voice was calm, almost maternal. "How many asses did you kiss today?"

Marco picked up his notepad, his fingers trembling imperceptibly. "Sixteen orders to kneel and kiss the butt, with all due respect, so sixteen kisses on the skirt and... um... one more intimate request that I fulfilled in a private place."

"Mmm." She nodded slowly, her eyes not leaving his face. "And the feet?"

"Excuse me?"

"The feet, Marco. How many of your superiors' feet did you lick today?"

Marco swallowed. "Twelve, thirteen, including Mrs. Trespassi's daughter who came to visit her mother."

"Good." Dr. Rinaldi straightened up, starting to walk slowly around her desk. Marco turned his head to follow her, but she stopped right behind him. "Pussy licking?"

"Yes, Doctor. Five requests for oral-vaginal intercourse, all fulfilled to the superior's satisfaction."

"Coffee, photocopies, other errands... did you perform all requests promptly?"

"All the employees are satisfied, ma'am."

"Satisfied?" Dr. Rinaldi asked skeptically. She was the head of the human resources department. She had designed the motivational system for the female employees, and she had chosen Marco because he was a perfect fit. Her company's productivity had increased by 60% since the program began. The rise in profits more than compensated for her generous compensation and Marco's meager salary. Furthermore, she often received letters of appreciation for her idea, as well as explicit compliments for Marco's gentleness and obedience. Today alone, she could count ten. But, in addition to these, she received less enthusiastic reviews about once a month. She had one of them in front of her and read it aloud in a scolding tone. "Certainly, the bootlicker can be appreciated for his complete awareness of his role and the alacrity with which he submits to the authority of his superiors. That said, I cannot conceal my disappointment at the lack of any inventiveness. In the end, it's all limited to kisses, licks, and massages. In other words, he only does what every male should be willing to do for a woman who orders him to."

Marco's satisfaction with his work instantly deflated. The weight of shame increased with every second, fueled by the doctor's fixed, icy gaze.

"As you can see, it's not enough."

"I understand," Marco said as if from the depths of a trance.

"You don't understand shit, Marco." The calm tone contrasted with her use of profanity. "Because if you did, you'd immediately show me that you want to fix it. In your opinion, what does this gesture mean?" She pointed her right index finger at the floor in front of her feet and placed her left hand on her hip.

"It's a request for an act of total submission, Doctor."

The doctor didn't move a muscle. Marco was dazed for a second, then he came to and knelt in the spot she had indicated, his head bowed.

"If you can even call it an act of submission, it certainly isn't total, Marco."

This time, Marco reacted immediately. He placed his forehead on the floor and rubbed it, throwing his arms forward in a sign of adoration. He rubbed hard and with determination. He was desperate. He wanted to do more, but he didn't know what or how.

"Very good, very, very good," she said. She slipped off a shoe and pressed her nylon-veiled foot on the back of his neck. "See, you don't lack the qualities, just the right incentives. A team will be here tomorrow to compete with you. Your superiors will have an app to rate your services. If your competition has better ratings, you will be fired."

Marco felt the weight of those words crash down on him, crushing him, and he never managed to rise again. He dragged his body home with difficulty. Ten minutes on foot that he usually covered in good spirits, satisfied at having contributed to female empowerment, but which now were pure torment. Anxiety piled onto the sense of oppression: what would his wife say?

The sidewalk seemed longer than usual, as if every step sank into invisible molasses. The shop windows he normally glanced at with pleasure now looked blurred, distant. A couple of elderly ladies passed him, chatting animatedly about trivial things, and Marco envied them for their carefree attitude.

He stopped at a red light, even though there was no traffic. He needed those thirty seconds to gather his scattered thoughts. How could he explain to Elena that the job he had thought was secure—the one they had built their projects and mortgage payments upon—now hung by a thread as thin as a hair? The app, that damned app, would measure his every gesture, every word, reducing his unnatural devotion to stars and percentages.

The light turned green, but Marco lingered a moment longer, staring at his reflection in the pharmacy window.

As he opened the door, he shouted, “Honey, I’m home.” The phrase was the same as always, but his tone was unusually flat. Elena answered from the couch.

“Finally. Do you know how boring it is sitting here alone?”

Marco set down his bag and slipped off his jacket, noticing an unfamiliar blend of perfumes lingering in the entrance and cigarette butts in the ashtray by the door. “Sorry, I’m late. It’s been a shitty day…”

“Spare me. And close the window, there’s a draft.”

He quickly shut it, then stopped on the kitchen threshold. Dirty dishes piled everywhere, empty prosecco glasses, leftover pasta, cigarette ash on the table. The stovetop was covered in stains and splatters.

“Elena, what’s this mess?”

“This mess,” she repeated, getting up from the couch with an exasperated shrug, “is what happens when a normal person has a social life. You know, that concept you’re unfamiliar with.”

“Who came over?”

“My friends. Real ones, not like your pathetic old classmates.” Elena lit a cigarette and blew the smoke toward him. “Oh right, I almost forgot. How many asses did you lick today? And your own ass—did your boss whip it raw?”

Marco swallowed hard. He had spent the entire walk home rehearsing how to tell her, trying to find the right words. He already knew how she would react. “Dr. Rinaldi told me that starting tomorrow there’ll be an app for reviews, and a rival group. If I lose the competition, I’ll be fired.”

“Hahaha! And what did you do? I hope you didn’t complain or make excuses.”

“Elena, you don’t understand, if the others are preferred, or if the office conspires to push me out—”

“Conspires to push you out?” Elena burst into cruel laughter. “Marco, you’re not some brave journalist exposing a scandal. You’re a grovelling nobody. Who would bother conspiring against you? Your superiors won’t be prefer anybody over you and they won’t reject anyone for your sake either. Someone else will crawl at their feet and stick out their tongues, just like you. It’s always useful to have lapdogs ready on command. You don’t need to worry.”

Her words hit like punches. “That’s not true. In my profession you need dedication, a spirit of service—these are spiritual virtues—”

“Spiritual virtues? For licking asses? What bullshit you come up with!”

“Why are you talking to me like this?”

“Because you need to open your eyes! You always imagine conspiracies against you, when the truth is you’re just a loser who means nothing.”

Marco leaned against the wall, his legs trembling. “Elena, please…”

“Please what? Should I console you now? Should I lie to make you feel important?” Elena stepped closer, blowing again smoke into his face. “Listen carefully, Marco. I could find someone better in five minutes. And I’m seriously starting to think about it.”

“No, don’t say that. There must be a reason we’re together…”

“Do you think I keep you for your irresistible charm?” She laughed again. “The only thing stopping me from kicking you out is pity.”

Marco felt the world collapse around him. The thought of Elena leaving, of coming home to an empty house, of sleeping alone… It was his worst nightmare, and she knew it.

“Elena, please. Don’t say that. I love you, you know I do.”

“If you really loved me, you wouldn’t have complained about the mess in the kitchen. You would have started cleaning right away, with a smile. Then you’d have asked if I needed anything else.” She pointed dramatically toward the kitchen. “Instead it’s all still exactly as you found it.”

“But please, darling, I’m exhausted, anxious…”

“What? Exhausted after spending the whole day licking feet? How heavy is your tongue, a ton? And anxious because you might lose your prestige?”

“But Elena, I just got home…”

“MARCO!” She spun around, eyes flashing. “Don’t start whining. Go in that kitchen and clean everything. Now. Without a word.”

He lowered his head. “Okay.”

“And wash your face before you dirty the rest of the house, who knows how many farts you’ve inhaled today.”

Marco went to the bathroom to wash up, then headed to the kitchen. He heard Elena turning up the TV volume behind him.

As he filled the sink with hot water and detergent, he bit his lip to keep from crying. Tomorrow he would start being reviewed, competing with a rival group. And somehow, twisted as it was, it would still be his fault.

It took him forty minutes to restore order: dishes washed and dried, counter scrubbed, floor mopped. When finished, he dried his hands and returned to the living room.

“Elena, I’m done.”

“Good. Now bring me a glass of water. And check if we still have those spicy chips.”

Marco froze for a moment. The fatigue weighed on him like lead. “Yes, but… I’m not your slave.”

The words slipped out before he could stop them. The instant they left his mouth, he knew he had made a mistake.

Elena stood up and turned slowly toward him. Her eyes narrowed into slits, her lips pressed into a thin, cruel line. Her face hardened like marble, cold anger transforming her features. She slapped him twice, quick and sharp. The sound echoed in the living room’s silence.

“Yes, you are my slave!” she shouted in his face. “I hoped you had realized what I’m like, that I enjoy bossing over you, and I’m with you only as long as you obey. But apparently, you can’t grasp the obvious, it has to be spelled out. If you don’t want to obey anymore, Marco, the door is right there!”

She pointed to the entrance, eyes gleaming with pure malice.

“Go! Leave! Let’s see how long you last alone, who will want you, where you’ll sleep tonight! But you’ll never leave, will you Marco? Because without me you’re nobody. Without me, you don’t even exist.”

Marco’s legs gave way. He collapsed to his knees before her, eyes filling with tears.

“No, Elena, please! I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!” His voice broke. “I don’t want to leave, not even in my dreams. You’re all I have.”

He clung to her trousers like a frightened child.

“Forgive me, Elena. I was stupid.” Tears now streamed freely. “I love you, you know that. Without you I’m nothing.”

“Since you asked so nicely, maybe, I’ll think about not throwing you out tonight.”

Elena watched him for a long moment as he knelt on the floor.
“I don’t want to see ridiculous attempts at dignity anymore. I command, you obey. I want that clear.”

She paused, savoring the total power she had over him.

“Now hop on your left foot and bark ten times.”

Marco took several seconds to process the command. But Elena’s icy gaze clarified everything: breathless, he began hopping and barking. After a few jumps, the absurdity felt natural.

“Now go to the bathroom, look in the mirror, and repeat ten times: ‘I am Elena’s slave, she commands, I obey.’ Out loud. I want to hear you.”

She smiled coldly.

The First Day with Competition

Marco adjusted his tie in front of the elevator mirror, as he did every morning. His reflection showed the same face as always, yet something in the air on the twelfth floor had changed.

"Good morning," he murmured as he entered the open office space, but his words seemed swallowed by the unnatural silence that reigned among the desks. His superiors were all at their posts - Dr. Ferri, Engineer Rossi, Director Martini - but none looked up from their monitors.

Marco stopped uncertainly at the threshold. Where were the knowing smiles of always? The "hello handsome" whispered in playful tones? The atmosphere that, however ambiguous and sometimes embarrassing, had become his normal?

"Bring me coffee," said Dr. Ferri without lifting her eyes from the documents. Her voice was sharp, professional. None of the artificial warmth of before.

Marco nodded and headed toward the coffee machine, his hands trembling slightly as he prepared the espresso. What had happened? The day before everything seemed normal - more than normal, even. The affectionate pats, the nicknames that made him blush but that he now considered part of the game, the compliments that flattered him while making him uncomfortable: "magic hands," "precious tongue," "devoted lips"... today nothing.

He returned with the steaming cup, expecting at least a "thanks honey" as usual. Instead he received only a nod and a "Put it here" as dry as a slap.

He couldn't explain the change. Nothing could have happened since they'd last seen each other the day before. Yet everything was different, as if during the night a veil of ice had fallen over the entire office.

Requests were limited to coffee and photocopies until eleven. It wasn't unusual for there to be less work of other types in the early morning hours. Only starting from late morning did the employees begin to feel the need to relieve stress. But not even a massage until eleven was decidedly strange. Usually by this time someone was already calling him to their office to "relax a bit" before the afternoon work intensified.

While thinking about this, Dr. Rinaldi passed by. She walked with determined steps, as usual. "Follow me," she said without slowing down or turning her gaze. Marco hurried to open the office door for her and let her pass. She entered, sat down, he followed, closed the door and stood at attention.

"Download the ServoSubito app immediately. From today on, you'll find all requests there. I suggest you go to the cafeteria in exactly ten minutes, there you'll get an idea of how your competition works. I've explained by email to all the employees how the motivational system is changing."

"Certainly, doctor. Thank you, doctor."

In those ten minutes before the competition debuted, Marco found himself alone with his thoughts. His fingers trembled as he downloaded the app on his phone, the display flashing with notifications he didn't dare open yet.

"The competition. They'll get me fired. That's why everyone ignores me. They know the competition is better. I don't want to go see my defeat. What's the point?" Panic rose in his throat like bitter bile. "But no, Elena is right, I'm presumptuous to think that. I'm just a release valve for my superiors. You can't exactly excel at what I do. All you can do is just do it."

He convinced himself to go to the cafeteria and that he wouldn't see anything worrying. Yet his legs felt like lead as he walked down the corridor.

All the chairs were occupied, some were standing, all in excited anticipation. Marco had never seen so many colleagues gathered together, their faces lit with an expectation he'd never noticed before. He seemed to be the only one without any idea of what was about to happen.

The murmur rose, then transformed into a rhythmic chant: "Come out-come out!" to encourage whoever was about to enter. Marco positioned himself in a corner, his heart beating wildly, as the cafeteria door slowly opened.

A young man in his thirties emerged, jeans and bare chest, perfect physique, and began an acrobatic dance with an erotic flavor. He was extremely agile, contorting and moving with feline grace that drew applause and excited laughter from the employees. Marco watched with his mouth agape, unable to believe his eyes.

Then another man entered wearing boxing head protection and an inflatable vest, the kind used to stay afloat. He too seemed in shape, but showed far fewer inches of skin. The first dancer interrupted his dance, took a plastic club, the kind used at carnival, and offered it to an employee sitting in the front row.

He took her by the hand and invited her, with gestures, to hit the armored man. She began hesitantly, then he signaled her to increase the force. Club strikes, kicks and punches followed in an absurd pantomime. Nothing that really hurt - there were protections - but the theatrical effect was devastating. The victim of the beating dramatically exaggerated the effect of the blows, threw himself to the ground, crawled to beg for mercy. He obtained it only when the employee was tired and satisfied, and passed the club to the next one.

Meanwhile the first young man crawled around, offering services in a dance of submission that made the colleagues scream with joy. Marco watched this surreal scene as if hypnotized, while one after another the employees alternated between theatrical violence and grotesque domination.

The tone didn't change for ten interminable minutes. Then, as if nothing had happened, the employees resumed working with renewed energy.

"Ahh, now this is motivation!" enthusiastic comments could be heard in the corridors.

Marco returned to his workstation trembling, his legs almost giving way. He opened the ServoSubito app with trembling hands and read the first reviews: "After the exciting show we experienced, the usual servant who massages your feet loses all interest" - "We liked Marco until we knew something else. But it's convenient to have someone who brings coffee and makes photocopies" - "He tries hard, no doubt, but he's bland."

The employees' indifference became almost openly hostile. The smiles had disappeared, replaced by annoyed glances when they encountered him in the corridors.

This continued all afternoon, until Dr. Rinaldi called him to her office.

"I see no future for you here. What you have to offer isn't innovative, anyone can do it."

"But doctor, this is an office, they're putting on shows..." Marco attempted with a strangled voice.

"How dare you question my choices? Leave immediately, insolent!"

Panic took over. Marco threw himself to the ground, crawling and begging forgiveness in a spiral of desperation that led him to babble something about flagellation, just to keep his job.

The doctor seized the opportunity: "This is an excellent idea! We could stage the stations of the cross. It will be painful, naturally."

"Doctor, really..." he tried to retract, his face pale.

"You're not going to tell me you make promises carelessly, are you?"

"No... I'll do it," he whispered in a barely audible voice.

She opened the computer and began searching the internet for images of medieval hooked scourges. Marco, seeing those atrocities on the screen, fainted immediately.

While he was unconscious, she ran to tell everyone about the joke she'd played on him. They started laughing like hyenas. Someone commented: "This is better than the eleven o'clock show!"

They poured a bucket of water on him, made fun of him as he came to, soaked and confused, then had him dry his clothes. Finally they explained it had been a joke, but that the idea of the stations of the cross was really interesting. Each day a station, a different punishment to submit to.

Marco nodded mechanically, no longer knowing whether to laugh or cry in the theater of the absurd his life had become.

The Humiliation Routine

The following days became a macabre calendar of creative punishments. Monday: an improvised pillory with a cardboard box, two holes for his hands, and the words "DEFECTIVE MALE SERVANT" in red marker. Marco stood still for an hour while his colleagues took photos and laughed. Tuesday: a sign around his neck that read "I APOLOGIZE FOR MY USELESSNESS" while he served coffee on all fours. Wednesday: he had to recite a self-flagellation monologue in front of everyone, listing his flaws in a trembling voice.

"It's so much fun!" giggled Dr. Ferri while filming with her phone. "Look how red he's getting!"

Marco endured everything with a forced smile that hurt his cheeks. Each humiliation was met with laughter and applause, as if it were truly a show. But behind that facade of general hilarity, he felt a shame growing within him that corroded him like acid.

Weeks passed, and inevitably, the punishments began to grow tiresome. The eleven o'clock show—which had also become the after-lunch and mid-afternoon show—seemed more than enough to satisfy their need for entertainment. Marco noticed that his colleagues were going to get coffee on their own more and more often, without even calling him.

"What's the point of having him?" he heard one of them whisper. "The guys from ServoSubito are better; at least they're professional."

He was now being abused less and less, relegated to the margins even of his own humiliations. He had become useless even as a victim. His presence became increasingly inconsistent, as if he were slowly fading from the office's existence.

It was on a late November afternoon, while he was mechanically cleaning cups in the small kitchen, that Dr. Rinaldi approached him with her usual determined air.

"Marco," she said without preamble, "you are perfectly useless."

He expected another proposal for a creative punishment.

"I have a proposition for you," she continued with a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "If you become my domestic slave every weekend—and I mean every single one, Saturday and Sunday, from eight to eight—in exchange, I'll offer you a permanent position cleaning the toilets. Here, of course. That way, you'll at least be useful for something."

Marco stood still. Twelve hours for two days, twenty-four hours of complete servitude, in exchange for the privilege of cleaning the bathrooms during the week.

"Of course," the doctor added casually, "you'll have to be creative on the weekend too. I can't get bored."

The silence stretched between them as Marco stared at the sink, seeing his distorted reflection in the stainless steel. In that warped mirror, he no longer recognized the man he had once been.

"Good," the doctor finally said, straightening up and adjusting her jacket. "I'll give you until tomorrow morning to think about it. It's a generous offer; a second chance doesn't come around often." She paused, her smile widening. "Oh, and Marco? Don't make me wait too long. Patience isn't my strong suit."

Marco could only nod weakly as she left the kitchen with her usual determined stride, leaving him alone with his thoughts and the overwhelming weight of a choice that, in reality, was no choice at all.

The Boss

Marco closed the front door more forcefully than necessary, the weight of the day pressing on his shoulders. The sound echoed in the entryway like a gunshot. Elena barely looked up from her book, her fingers continuing to turn the pages with a studied calm, already reading every nuance of his expression.

"Tell me," she said in that flat voice that promised nothing good.

Marco stopped on the living room threshold, the keys still in his hand. "How did you know I needed to talk to you?"

Elena snapped the book shut, the dry sound cutting through the air. "Because you came in like a wounded animal. Because you have that crease between your eyebrows that you only get when someone has put you in a difficult spot. And because," she added, standing up with that feline grace that terrified him, "I know that look."

Marco ran a hand through his hair, a nervous gesture he'd made for years. "Dr. Rinaldi... she made a proposition."

"What kind of proposition?" Elena took a step closer, then another, studying his every reaction.

"She wants me to..." He stopped, searching for the right words, knowing there were none. "She wants me to spend time with her. At her house. On the weekends. She says we need to 'consolidate our work relationship'."

Elena tilted her head, like a predator who has smelled blood. "And what did you tell her?"

"That I had to think about it. That I had to... consult with you."

"Consult with me?" A cold smile formed on her lips. "How sweet. And tell me, Marco, what is there to consult? Do you want me to give you permission to give up a salary? I'm afraid that's not going to happen."

Marco took a step back as she stopped a few inches from him, close enough to smell her perfume, far enough to remind him that touching her was unthinkable. "Elena, it's absurd. She wants me to go to her house Saturday and Sunday mornings and stay until evening. She wants me to help her with her 'personal projects.' It's not normal."

"Normal?" Elena laughed, a crystalline and sharp sound. "And when has your life ever been normal, Marco?"

"That's not the point—"

"That is exactly the point." Elena began to circle him, slowly. "Do you remember our agreement, Marco? Do you remember who's in charge here?"

Marco lowered his gaze, his shoulders slumping under the invisible weight of her words. "Yes."

"Tell me. I want to hear you say it."

"You... you're in charge."

"And you?"

Marco's voice was barely a whisper: "I obey."

"Exactly. I've decided that you will go to your boss's house every weekend to do exactly what she tells you." Elena stopped in front of him and pinched his cheek. "So tell me, what's the problem?"

"The problem is that..." Marco looked up, trying to find a glimmer of understanding in her eyes. "It's humiliating, Elena. It's... it's wrong."

"Wrong?" Elena laughed again. "Wrong is deceiving me. Wrong was telling me you would obey when you weren't ready to do so. This is just the consequence."

Marco closed his eyes, the weight of guilt crushing his chest. "I can't go on like this forever."

"You can't? Really?" Elena moved closer again, her voice becoming a poisonous whisper. "Oh, Marco. Sweet, naive Marco. You will continue until I decide otherwise. And I am very, very far from deciding otherwise."

"Elena, please—"

"Please what? Remember that you chose this. Accept the consequences of your actions. And, most of all, don’t make me lose my patience."

Marco opened his eyes, and in that moment, Elena saw exactly what she wanted to see: surrender. Total capitulation.

"So tomorrow morning you'll tell her yes," she said in a firm voice.

"Elena, I—"

"Nothing." Her eyes were two shards of ice. "You chose this. Now live with it."

Marco nodded slowly, his shoulders dropping in defeat. "Okay."

"Okay what?"

"Okay... I'll accept."

Elena smiled, and for a moment, Marco caught a glimpse of the woman he had married, the one who loved to laugh and who hugged him when he came home. But it was only for a moment.

"Good," Elena said. "I knew you'd make the right choice."

And as she turned to go back to her book, Marco stood there, motionless, staring at the spot where she had been, knowing that a part of him had died forever.

Marco took a step towards her, moved by an impulse he couldn't control. The desire to touch her, to feel her skin, to have back even a fragment of what they had been, was so strong it made him forget everything else.

"Elena..." he whispered, reaching out a hand towards her.

"Stop." The word cut through the air like a blade. Elena hadn't even turned around, but her voice was glacial. "Don't you dare."

Marco froze, his hand suspended in mid-air. "I... I just thought that—"

"That what?" Now Elena turned, and in her eyes was a coldness that froze him. "That you could touch me? That I could forget what you do for a living and let you kiss me with your mouth that smells of feet?"

Marco let his hand drop, but he couldn't take a step back. He was looking at her like a starving man looks at bread, with a desperation that was painful to see.

"Please," he said in a broken voice. "Just... just once. I need to feel you."

Elena laughed, but there was no amusement in the sound. "Oh, you need? How interesting. Let me think, because you need something, I should let myself be kissed by the same mouth that is in contact all day with the butts and feet of all the employees in your office. Wait a minute. Mmmhhm NO!"

Marco opened his mouth to reply, but Elena raised a hand to stop him.

"However," she added with a smile that promised nothing good, "you can do one good thing for me. Take off my stockings and put them in the wash. They're so sweaty they smell almost as bad as your face. All normal for you."

She elegantly extended one leg towards him. She was sitting in the armchair. Marco looked at her, knowing it was another test, another humiliation disguised as practicality.

"Go on," Elena said in a sweet and poisonous voice. "Isn't this what you wanted? To touch me?"

Marco knelt slowly, his hands trembling as he reached for the sandal buckle. He was so close to her; he could feel the warmth of her skin, her perfume. His fingers brushed her ankle as he unbuckled the shoe, and for a moment he closed his eyes, savoring that single, precious contact.

"Careful," Elena said in a sharp voice. "I don't want you touching my skin with your clumsy, foot-smelling hands."

Marco held his breath, forcing himself not to touch her, despite the burning desire. When the first stocking slipped off, Elena lifted her other leg, and he had to repeat the process, every second a bitter-sweet torture.

"Good," Elena said when Marco was done and had stood up. "See? This is all you'll get. This is all you deserve."

Marco remained standing there in front of her, his hands still trembling from that fleeting contact, knowing it was the closest thing to a caress he would get for who knows how long.

"And now," Elena said, opening her book again, "let me read in peace."

The Guest

Marco heard Elena's keys in the lock earlier than usual. It was seven-thirty, too early for her who usually returned after eight. He hurried to turn off the television and get up from the couch, straightening his shirt.

"Hi dear, you're early—"

"Marco." Elena's voice had a tone that promised nothing good. She entered followed by a woman in her forties, short brown hair, dressed with casual elegance that exuded confidence. "Meet Claudia."

Marco remained motionless, not knowing how to behave. Claudia observed him with curiosity, like studying an animal at the zoo.

"So this is the famous husband," said Claudia with an amused smile. "Elena has told me a lot about you."

"Pleasure," murmured Marco, instinctively extending his hand.

"Stop!" Elena struck like a viper. "Don't you dare touch her with those hands that have spent the day on your superiors' feet. Go wash up immediately, and when you come back you'll prepare drinks for us."

Marco lowered his hand, his cheeks coloring red. Claudia raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

When he returned from the bathroom, he found them sitting on the couch, close. Too close. Elena had a hand resting on Claudia's thigh, a gesture that hadn't been allowed to Marco for months.

"So, what can I bring you?"

"Prosecco for me," said Elena without looking at him. "And you, Claudia?"

"A whisky, if you have it. Neat."

Marco hurried toward the kitchen, his hands trembling slightly as he opened the prosecco bottle. From the living room came muffled laughter, voices becoming increasingly intimate. When he returned with the glasses, Elena was whispering something in Claudia's ear.

"Put them there and sit down," ordered Elena, indicating an armchair across the room. "Claudia is curious to get to know you better."

"Elena has told me about your work," said Claudia, sipping the whisky. "I have to say it's... original."

Marco bit his lip. "It's a way to contribute to female well-being—"

"Oh, listen to this!" Elena burst out laughing. "Go ahead Marco, tell Claudia about your high ideals."

"I... I believe in service. In putting women's needs first. It's a form of—"

"Of what?" Elena leaned forward, her eyes gleaming with malice. "Tell me, Marco, what do you call the fact that you lick your colleagues' feet?"

Marco swallowed, feeling Claudia's curious gaze upon him. "It's... it's devotion. Respect for female superiority."

"Devotion!" Elena clapped her hands. "Hear that, Claudia? It's not that he gets humiliated for money, no. It's devotion!"

Claudia watched this exchange with morbid fascination. "Interesting philosophy," she said slowly. "And this devotion extends to private life as well?"

Elena smiled, a smile that promised nothing good. "Oh yes, Marco is very devoted. Right, honey? Tell her how devoted you are."

Marco felt the floor opening beneath his feet. "Elena, maybe this isn't appropriate—"

"Isn't truth appropriate?" Elena jumped up. "You claim to serve womankind, right? To be devoted to the cause of women?"

"Yes, but—"

"Then prove it." Elena approached, her eyes sparkling. "If you really believe what you say, if they're not just pathetic excuses to justify your lack of dignity, then you must be willing to serve even when it's difficult."

Marco looked at her, confused. "I don't understand."

"It's simple. Claudia and I are women. According to your philosophy, we would deserve your unconditional service. But serving doesn't just mean bringing coffee, Marco. It means being useful when we're nervous, stressed, angry."

Claudia had become attentive, the whisky glass forgotten in her hand.

"It means," Elena continued with a sweet and venomous voice, "accepting to be an outlet for our frustrations. A punching bag, if you will. After all, this is what you do at work, isn't it?"

"Elena, it's not the same thing—"

"It's not the same thing?" Elena laughed. "Oh no? At work you get humiliated for money, here you'd do it for love. It should be more noble, don't you think?"

Marco looked at Claudia, seeking an ally, but she seemed more intrigued than shocked.

"I don't know," said Claudia slowly. "It seems a bit excessive, Elena."

"Excessive?" Elena turned toward her. "But he claims to believe in female superiority! He says it's his vocation to serve women! I'm just giving him the opportunity to practice what he preaches."

Elena returned to Marco, who had instinctively made himself smaller in the armchair.

"So, Marco? Are you really devoted to womankind, or is it just talk to make yourself feel better?"

Silence stretched through the room. Marco felt the weight of both women's gazes, the weight of his own words accusing him.

"I..." he whispered. "I don't want to be a hypocrite."

Elena smiled, and in that smile Marco saw his condemnation.

"Good," she said softly. "I knew you'd make the right choice."

She got up from the couch, approaching him with that look he knew all too well.

"So," she said stopping in front of him, "show me this devotion. Ask for what you deserve."

Marco looked at her without understanding. "What should I ask for?"

"You know perfectly well what. If you're truly devoted, if you recognize that I'm superior and that you're just a worm who stinks of feet, then you have to ask me." Elena tilted her head, amused by his confusion. "Beg. Beg to be slapped."

The words hung in the air like a condemnation. Marco felt Claudia's curious gaze upon him, the weight of the absurdity of what Elena was asking.

"Elena, I can't—"

"You can and you must." Elena's voice became sharp. "Either admit that everything you say about female devotion is nonsense, or do it."

Marco closed his eyes, feeling the abyss opening beneath his feet. "Please," he whispered. "Slap me."

"Louder. And with conviction."

"Please, slap me!" His voice broke. "I deserve it!"

Elena smiled and gave him a sharp slap that made his head turn. "Good. Now ask Claudia too."

Marco turned toward Claudia, who was observing him with a mixture of fascination and discomfort. "I don't know if—"

"Do it," Elena encouraged him. "She's a woman, according to your philosophy she deserves your total respect."

"Claudia, please..." Marco swallowed. "Please, slap me."

Claudia hesitated, looking at Elena. "I'm not sure that—"

"Come on," Elena put a hand on her shoulder. "It's what he wants. It's what he claims to deserve."

Marco continued to beg, the words coming out increasingly desperate, until Claudia gave in and gave him a lighter slap than Elena's.

"Good," said Elena, pleased. "See how he lights up? He likes feeling useful."

Marco remained there, with his cheeks burning, while Elena went to get disinfectant from the bathroom cabinet.

"Let's disinfect our hands," she said handing the bottle to Claudia. "Who knows what filth he picked up on his face all day, letting women fart on his face is part of his job."

Both women carefully cleaned their hands, as if they had touched something dirty. Marco watched this scene of rejection with a shame that burned inside him more than the slaps.

"By the way," said Elena putting the bottle back on the table, "Claudia is staying to sleep here tonight."

Marco looked up, surprised.

"In the matrimonial bed, naturally," Elena continued matter-of-factly. "You'll sleep on the couch. And tomorrow morning you'll bring us coffee in bed. Two cups, don't forget."

Marco nodded mechanically, knowing he had passed a point of no return. Elena and Claudia headed toward the bedroom, chatting as if he no longer existed, leaving him alone in the living room with the bitter taste of his total surrender.

The New Life at the Office

Friday morning. Marco entered through the service entrance, the one that led directly to the bathrooms on the twelfth floor. He no longer had any reason to pass through the open space—his world had shrunk to four bathrooms, two per floor, which he had to clean three times a day.

Armed with a brush and disinfectant, he began his morning routine. The first bathroom reeked of urine and cheap air freshener. Marco knelt before the toilet, scrubbing away the traces of overnight use, trying not to think about how he had ended up at this point.

At ten thirty, while he was cleaning the second bathroom, Dr. Ferri walked in. She glanced at him for a moment the way one looks at a piece of furniture, then went into the stall without a word. Marco continued cleaning the sink, pretending not to hear the sounds from inside.

"You need to clean the toilet I used again," she told him curtly, without looking at him. "And use more bleach—it stinks."

Marco lowered his head. "Of course, Doctor."

During the lunch break, while the female employees enjoyed the ServoSubito show in the cafeteria, Marco ate a sandwich leaning against the sink in the first-floor bathroom. The laughter and applause reached him muffled through two floors of reinforced concrete.

The ServoSubito app on his phone showed zero requests for days. He had become completely irrelevant.

In the afternoon, while cleaning the twelfth-floor bathroom for the third time, he heard familiar voices in the hallway.

"...much more creative than before," Engineer Rossi was saying. "Today they did this thing with ropes that—"

"Shh," Director Martini interrupted her. "He's in there."

The voices dropped and then faded away. Marco stood motionless, mop in hand, listening to the silence that had formed around his presence.

At six, while everyone filed out chatting animatedly about the afternoon show, Marco finished cleaning the last bathroom. No one said goodbye. No one even noticed him.

He came home to find Elena and Claudia already on the couch, an open bottle of wine on the coffee table.

"You're late," Elena said without looking up. "Claudia and I are going out. And remember, tomorrow morning coffee at seven thirty. Not before."

Marco was left alone in the kitchen, rummaging through the nearly empty refrigerator. He found a piece of stale bread and some leftover cheese, eating standing up while the sound of their heels clicking away drifted in from the landing.

The New Life on the Weekend

Saturday morning at eight sharp, Marco rang the doorbell of Dr. Rinaldi's villa. A terraced house with a well-kept garden, in a residential area he could never have afforded.

"You're punctual," the doctor said, opening the door. She wore jeans and a white shirt, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked younger, less intimidating. "Come in."

The interior was elegant but not ostentatious. Designer furniture, modern paintings, everything perfectly tidy.

"Shoes," she said, pointing at the entrance. Marco slipped off his shoes and placed them neatly beside hers.

"Kitchen," she ordered curtly, pointing to a door. "Dishwasher to unload and floors to wash. Then the bathrooms to clean. Get started."

The hours that followed were a succession of curt orders. "Do this again." "Dust better." "You missed behind the refrigerator." The doctor never looked at him directly; she spoke to him the way one speaks to a malfunctioning appliance.

Marco moved through the house like a ghost, cleaning, tidying, obeying. She read magazines, watched television, made phone calls, completely ignoring his presence except when she needed to give him an order.

At noon, while Marco was cleaning the living room windows, the doctor rose from the couch, stretching.

"That's enough for now," she said. "Kneel here."

Marco set down the cloth and knelt before her, confused by the change in tone.

"Tell me, Marco," the doctor said in a calm, almost hypnotic voice. "Do you truly believe what you say? In serving the female gender?"

"Yes, Doctor."

"And how do you see us women, Marco? What are we to you?"

Marco hesitated, unsure where she was going with this. "You are... superior."

"Superior." The doctor smiled. "That's an interesting word. But tell me, when a woman completely ignores you, as we do at the office, what do you think?"

"That... that I've done something wrong."

"And when one speaks to you instead, as I'm doing now?"

Marco felt his heart quicken. "It's... it's special. It's a privilege."

"Good." The doctor slowly stroked his head. "You see, Marco, you've understood something that many men don't. We women aren't simply superior. We are divine."

The words hit him like a revelation. "Divine?"

"Yes. Think about it. We have the power to give you happiness or despair with a single glance. We can ignore you completely, and it's as if you don't exist. We can notice you, and you feel reborn. Isn't that the power of a deity?"

Marco nodded slowly, feeling something awaken inside him.

"And how does one behave before a deity, Marco?"

"One... worships."

"Exactly. A deity can be merciful or severe, can ignore prayers or grant them. But she always remains a deity. The faithful cannot judge—they can only worship." Her voice grew softer. "Tell me, Marco. Is that what you want? To worship?"

"Yes," Marco whispered, his eyes filling with tears. "Yes, Doctor."

"Remove my shoe," she said gently. "You'll have the chance to prove it." The doctor sat on the couch. "You know, Marco, you've impressed me. Through all these difficult months, when your colleagues ignored you, when they treated you badly at home, you never lost your faith. You never stopped believing in your duty toward women."

Marco looked at her, uncertain.

"That's why you deserve a reward. A moment of grace that only true believers can receive." She caressed his face with her foot. "Kiss it. Be devoted to me."

Marco drew closer, trembling. When his lips touched the doctor's skin, he felt a wave of pleasure he had never experienced before. It wasn't shame, it wasn't forced submission. It was willing adoration, and every cell in his body told him it was right.

"You see?" the doctor murmured, as she savored his worship. "This pleasure you feel now, this sense of completeness... this is what happens when faith is rewarded. You've earned it, Marco. With your devotion."

Marco looked up at her, his eyes glistening with emotion.

"Tell me," the doctor whispered, "isn't this the most beautiful moment of your life?"

And Marco, with tears streaming down his face as he continued his act of devotion, couldn't remember a moment when he had felt more complete.
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