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1

The Silver Tray 


Felicia's alarm went off at a quarter past six, twenty minutes before Lena's. It had always been that way. Bathroom first, then makeup, then breakfast, and everything had to be in order before the lady of the house opened her eyes.

She got up from the sofa bed in the study, where she had slept for four years, and slipped on her pink satin robe. Underneath she wore the short nightgown with the lace trim. In front of the bathroom mirror she spread the foundation with quick, precise movements. Then the lipstick, the little gold hoops in her ears, the brown wig with its slightly layered bob. When she was done, the mirror showed a tall, somewhat angular woman, with shoulders too broad for the dress and hands too big for the rubber gloves.

Once she had had another name and another look, and a beard too. She was called Felix, worked as an accountant and wore checked shirts. Now that time seemed to belong to somebody else.

In the kitchen she made the coffee, squeezed two oranges and toasted the whole-grain bread. Lena wanted her egg poached, three minutes exactly, and the strawberries halved with the stems removed. Felicia arranged everything on the silver tray, with the napkin folded into a triangle.

At ten to seven she knocked on the bedroom door.

"Frau? Breakfast is ready."

A murmur came from inside. Then a voice heavy with sleep: "Come in."

The room was dim. Lena was sleeping crosswise in the big bed, with the sheet slipped down below her waist and a lock of blonde hair across her cheek. At thirty-four she had a full, soft body, with the big breasts and wide hips that made half the company turn their heads when she walked down the hallways. Felicia set the tray on the nightstand and stood there with her hands clasped in front of her apron.

"What time is it?"

"Eight minutes to seven, Frau."

"The curtains."

Felicia went to open them. The light of Munich came in gray and cold, and above the roofs of Schwabing a strip of low clouds was visible. Lena stretched, took the cup and sipped, looking outside.

"Lukas is coming tonight," she said. "Around eight. Dinner for two, and get the house ready properly."

"Yes, Frau."

"And put on the black body. The one with the laces in the back."

"Yes, Frau."

Lena looked at her over the rim of the cup. It was a long look, almost absent, the way you look at a piece of furniture that has stood in the same corner for too long.

"Your eyebrows need fixing," she remarked. "The regrowth is showing."

"I'm sorry, Frau. I'll fix them today."

"Good."

That was all. Lena ate, washed, dressed in a cream-colored suit that fit her like a glove, and at a quarter past eight stepped out onto the landing with her bag on her shoulder. Felicia held the door open for her.

"Have a good day, Frau."

"Don't break anything."

Left alone, Felicia listened to the heels go down the stairs and fade away in the lobby. Then she washed the dishes, made the bed, vacuumed, ironed six blouses and two skirts, dusted the bookcase and polished the bathroom faucet until she could see her own face in it. In the afternoon she did the shopping at the Elisabethplatz market, dressed as a woman, as she now always was, in a knee-length skirt and a beige jacket. Nobody looked at her strangely anymore. To the neighbors she was the cousin who looked after the apartment, or the housekeeper, or simply a rather tall lady.

Around six she started cooking. She was making roast veal with Spätzle and mushroom sauce, Lukas's favorite dish. She set the table for two with the crystal glasses, the linen tablecloth and the white candles. Then she took a shower, shaved her legs again even though there was no need, and put on the black body. The laces in the back were tight and left marks on her skin. Over it she put the white maid's apron, the one with the ruffle.

The doorbell rang at eight sharp.

Lena had arrived a moment earlier, with her own keys, and Lukas was behind her, leaning on the doorframe with a bouquet of flowers in his hand. Tall, broad shoulders, white shirt open at the neck, the calm smile of a man who has never had to ask anyone for anything.

"Guten Abend, Herr," said Felicia, lowering her eyes.

"Good evening, Felicia." He put the flowers in her hand. "Would you put them in water, please?"

"Yes, Herr."

They had dinner in the dining room. Felicia served the roast, poured the wine and stood beside the sideboard with her hands behind her back. They talked about work, about a fashion show in Paris, about a colleague who had left the company. They laughed. Every so often Lukas reached out and rested a hand on Lena's knee, and she did not move it away.

"The roast is excellent," he said at one point.

"Thank you, Herr."

"Really. You should open a restaurant."

"Let's not exaggerate," said Lena, swirling her glass. "She can do four things. For the rest she's not much use."

Lukas laughed softly. Felicia felt her cheeks warm beneath the foundation, but she said nothing. Years ago, sentences like that burned in her stomach. Now they arrived like a fine rain, background noise that the ear had grown used to.

After dessert Lena stood up, taking her glass with her.

"We're going in there," she said. "You clear the table, then come to the bedroom. Take your time."

"Yes, Frau."

It took her almost half an hour. She washed the glasses one by one, dried them, put them away. From the end of the hallway came the low music and, now and then, a laugh from Lena. She dried her hands, checked her lipstick in the little mirror in the entryway and set off.

The bedroom door was ajar. She stopped on the threshold and knocked softly with her knuckles.

"Come in," said Lena.

The light was just the small one on the nightstand, warm and low. Lena was sitting on the edge of the bed with her blouse unbuttoned. Lukas, standing in front of her, was taking off his belt. Felicia went where she had been taught to stay, in the corner beside the armchair, two steps from the bed, and knelt there on the rug.

"Stay there," said Lena. "Tonight you watch."

"Thank you, Frau."

It was a permission, in its way. It was not always granted. Some evenings she stayed shut in the study listening to the noises through the wall, and on others she had to do laundry for hours while the bed creaked in the bedroom. When they let her stay, there were precise rules: no lowered eyes, no hands on her body, no sounds.

Lena slipped off her blouse and bra, and her heavy breasts fell free against her chest, the nipples already dark and taut. Lukas bent down and took her face in his hands. They kissed for a long time, with the ease of years. She unbuttoned his trousers, pushed them down and took him in her hand with a slow, sure gesture.

"Look at him," said Lena without turning, but speaking to Felicia. "Look at what a real man is like."

Felicia watched. There was nothing else to do. Lukas was big, firm, and Lena's hand guided him back and forth at a steady rhythm. Then she bent down and took him in her mouth, and for a few minutes all that could be heard was his breathing and the small wet sound of her lips.

Felicia's sex stirred inside the little plastic cage she wore under the body, a light prison, months old, whose key Lena kept in a drawer. It was not a painful sensation. It was a spent, tired warmth, the same as the other times.

Lukas lifted Lena and laid her on the bed. He pulled off her skirt, then her lace panties, and knelt between her legs. When his mouth reached her, Lena arched her back and sank her fingers into his hair.

"Like that," she whispered. "More."

Felicia saw the back of his head moving, saw Lena's hips lift, her thighs open wider and wider. She heard her moan, softly at first, then louder, in that husky voice that she herself had managed to draw out only on a few precious nights, long ago. She wondered when the last one had been. Five years? Six?

Then Lukas rose, positioned himself over Lena and entered her with a slow, full thrust. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him to her. Their bodies found their pace at once. The bed began to knock against the wall and the glass of water trembled on the nightstand.

"Harder," she said.

He obeyed. He took her wrists, pinned them above her head and kept thrusting, and Lena cried out his name. Felicia watched her face. Her eyes were closed, her mouth open, her cheeks flushed, and she was beautiful. She always had been, and that was exactly why it hurt every time.

After a while he rolled her onto her side, then onto her knees. Lena braced herself on her elbows and her body swayed under Lukas's firm thrusts. Her breasts swung, her buttocks tensed. At some point she turned her head to the side and looked for Felicia.

"See?" she said, panting. "See what you've been missing?"

"Yes, Frau," murmured Felicia.

"Say it better."

"I see, Frau. I see what I've been missing."

Lena smiled, a brief, cruel smile. Then a stronger wave shook her whole body, her arms gave way and she screamed into the pillow, while Lukas held her by the hips and stopped inside her with a deep groan. For an instant nobody moved. Then they collapsed together on the sheet, breathing heavily.

Felicia stayed on her knees. They were starting to ache on the rug and the corset pulled at her ribs, but she did not move. She waited. That was the part she was best at.

After a while Lukas sat up and ran a hand through his hair.

"Felicia," he said. "A glass of water, please."

"And the wipes," added Lena, without opening her eyes. "The soft ones, in the second drawer."

"Right away, Frau. Right away, Herr."

She stood up carefully, because her legs had gone numb, and went to the bathroom. She filled the glass, took the wipes from the drawer and came back to the bedroom. She handed them first to him, then to Lena, who used them briskly, without even looking at her.

Felicia stayed there with the empty glass in her hand. Once there would have been no need for wipes. Once Lena pointed at the sheet with two fingers and said "Clean," and she knelt and cleaned with her tongue, slowly, leaving nothing behind. First the sheet, then the inside of Lena's thighs, and finally Lena herself, where Lukas had just been, while Lena stroked her hair and Lukas looked away from the other side of the bed. It was an order that had humiliated her more than any other, and that she had awaited every time with her heart in her throat. Then, little by little, Lena had stopped asking for it. The wipes were more convenient, cleaner, quicker.

She would never have admitted it, not even to herself, but she missed it.

"Tomorrow I want lunch ready by two," said Lena. "I'm home, I have a video call."

"Yes, Frau."

"And don't make that face."

"What face, Frau?"

"That one. Like a beaten dog." Lena sighed and turned onto her other side, toward Lukas. "Go, sleep in the study. Tonight I don't need anything else from you."

"Yes, Frau. Good night, Frau. Good night, Herr."

"Good night, Felicia," said Lukas, with a kind nod.

Felicia picked up the clothes scattered on the floor, folded them on the armchair, switched off the big light and left only the lamp on. Then she went out and quietly closed the door. In the hallway she paused a moment, with her hands on her apron.

In the study she took off the wig, set it on its stand, undid the laces of the body and looked at herself in the mirror above the desk. Her makeup was a little worn. The lipstick was smudged at the corner of her lip. She looked like a very tired woman, and she was.

She lay down on the sofa bed and pulled the blanket up to her chin. Through the wall came the rhythm of the bed again, faint. Lena was laughing. Then she stopped laughing and began to pant again.

Felicia closed her eyes. She no longer felt anger, or jealousy, or the shame that once devoured her. She felt only a great calm emptiness, like a room after a move. For the first time, without fear, she asked herself whether she was still there out of love or only out of habit.

Then she realized she could not answer, and that for a very long time she had not asked herself.


2

A Successful Wife 


At ten past nine Lena walked into the conference room of Maison Sander with her tablet under her arm and a coffee in her hand. Everyone was already seated. Dominik, the creative director, was pinning the sketches of the fall collection to the board, and Katrin, the assistant, was handing out folders.

"Sorry I'm late," said Lena.

"You still have five minutes of margin," replied Herr Sander, without raising his eyes from the papers. "For you that's almost an eternity."

Lena sat down at the head of the table, crossed her legs and opened the tablet. The camel wool coat, the one Dominik considered the showpiece of the collection, had cost too much to produce. She said so right away.

"Forty-two euros a meter for the fabric? At that price the coat hits the stores at nine hundred. Nobody will buy it."

"It's a fine wool," Dominik protested. "It has a hand that..."

"It has a hand worth nine hundred euros, and our customers spend five hundred. Find an alternative supplier by Friday, or I cut your production run in half."

"You can't..."

"I can." Lena smiled slightly. "Friday, Dominik."

Herr Sander finally looked up and nodded once. It was his way of saying he agreed, and in six years Lena had learned to recognize it. Katrin jotted something on her pad. Dominik huffed and went back to his sketches.

For an hour and a half the meeting ran smoothly. Lena decided, the others corrected the numbers, and when they left the room her calendar was full until Christmas.

In the third-floor kitchenette she found Nina, who was pouring herself a tea. Nina ran communications and was forty-one, with a divorce behind her and a tongue that knew no brakes. Of everyone, she was the only one to whom Lena had ever said anything true.

"You flattened Dominik," said Nina, without turning around.

"I gave him an assignment."

"You flattened him. I saw it, he looked like someone who'd been slapped." Nina sipped her tea. "How is Felicia?"

"Fine. Yesterday she redid the living room curtains."

"The curtains. Of course."

Katrin came in through the door with her empty cup. She was young, twenty-six, and blushed easily. "Did I hear someone talking about Felicia?"

"Always," said Nina.

"That time she came to the office with the documents Lena had forgotten..." Katrin bit her lip. "Sorry. She was so elegant. In the blue suit, and the lipstick. The doorman didn't say anything, he just opened the door."

"Everybody knows everything," observed Lena, dryly. "It's not a state secret."

"No, of course not." Katrin glanced at Nina, then at the coffee machine. "I'll get back to my desk, then."

When the girl had gone out, Nina leaned her back against the counter and crossed her arms.

"Can I ask you something?"

"You always do, even without permission."

"Why don't you leave her?"

Lena took a cup from the shelf and turned it in her fingers. "Why should I?"

"Because you're a thirty-four-year-old woman with a magazine-cover body and a salary half the company envies. Because you could have a real man beside you, someone like Lukas, instead of a person who makes you poached eggs and calls you Frau."

"I already have Lukas."

"You have half of him. He comes, eats, goes to bed with you and then goes back to his place." Nina shook her head. "I'm just saying you deserve more. Everybody thinks so. I heard Elke from accounting say you have infinite patience, putting up with that situation."

"I don't put up with anything," Lena retorted, pouring her coffee. "She's useful to me, Nina. I have a clean house, dinner ready, shirts ironed, and nobody asks me where I've been. I live my life without explaining myself to anyone."

"So you keep her for convenience."

"For now, yes. Then we'll see, I'm thinking about it."

"For how long, four years?"

"Since I realized it suited me."

Nina laughed, but without malice. She stayed a moment looking at her, then asked, in a different tone: "And her? Is Felicia free too?"

"Free to do what?"

"To have someone. A friend, a man. Anything."

"No." The answer came out too fast, and she felt it herself. She put the cup down on the counter. "No. I decide for her."

"How?"

"Once a week I call someone. Someone who knows how it works, chosen by me, with the rules I set. Sometimes, if I feel like it, I do it myself." She shrugged. "With the strap-on. It's more convenient, and at least I know who she's dealing with."

Nina looked at her a moment too long.

"What?" asked Lena.

"Nothing. You said 'once a week.' Do you keep count?"

"Of course I keep count."

"And does it bother you when someone else is involved, other than you?"

"Don't talk nonsense." Lena picked up her coffee and headed for the door. "She's my wife. I don't see why she should enjoy herself without my knowing."

"I didn't say anything else," Nina answered behind her, in an almost gentle voice. "You're the one who used the words 'enjoy herself.'"

Lena did not turn around. She went out into the hallway with the coffee trembling a little in her cup, and for a few steps she thought about how she would have answered, if she hadn't already had the door in front of her. Then she opened the door of her own office and started working, and she stopped thinking about it, or almost.

*

At half past noon she made sure to be waiting in front of the restaurant on Maximilianstraße, with her coat over her arm. Jonas was already there, in a gray jacket and a light blue shirt, with that boyish smile that had made him sell silks to half of Europe. He was thirty-one, worked for a supplier in Como and was the simplest person she knew.

"You look beautiful," he said, kissing her cheek.

"I know. Let's eat, I have an hour and a half."

They had a Kalbsschnitzel and a potato salad for him, a pumpkin soup for her. They talked about the sample collection, about a trade fair in Milan, about a friend of his who had gotten engaged. Jonas made jokes, and Lena laughed in the right places. At one point he put his hand on the table, near hers, without touching it.

"I booked a room," he said. "Right behind here, two steps away. If you feel like it."

"And if I don't?"

"I'd finish the dessert by myself."

Lena studied him for a few seconds. Then she asked for the check.

The room was on the fourth floor, with cream-colored curtains and a wide bed. Jonas closed the door, slid the coat from her shoulders and laid it on a chair. He was gentle even in this, and Lena knew it: he had never treated her with haste.

"Turn around," he said.

She turned. Jonas's fingers found the zipper of her dress and slid it down slowly, and when the dress fell at her feet she felt his lips on the nape of her neck, then on her shoulder. She let herself be kissed. She unhooked her bra herself, let it fall, and her heavy breasts sank against her chest as Jonas turned her around again and took them in his hands.

"You're a marvel," he murmured.

"You already said that at lunch," she answered with a half smile.

"I'll gladly repeat it." He laughed against her skin.

He led her to the bed. Lena lay down on her back, and Jonas undressed quickly, with slightly clumsy movements that always touched her. Then he lowered himself over her, kissed her neck, her breasts, her belly, and went down further. When his mouth reached her, Lena closed her eyes and sank a hand into his hair.

He was good. Not as good as Lukas, but good. He knew how to stop and start again, he knew how to listen to her breathing. Lena felt the pleasure rise in slow waves, with a warmth that climbed from her belly to her chest, and for a few minutes she stopped thinking.

"Come up here," she said then.

Jonas moved up along her body and entered her with a soft thrust. Lena wrapped her arms and legs around his back, and he began to move at a steady, considerate, almost courteous rhythm. The bed creaked just slightly. She guided him with her hands on his hips, faster, then deeper, until he gasped her name against her ear.

"Like that," whispered Lena. "Stay like that."

She rolled on top of him, planted her hands on his chest and took charge. Her breasts swayed with every movement. Jonas watched her with shining eyes, his hands tight on her hips, and when she sped up she felt him stiffen beneath her. She let go an instant later, with a low, long moan, and her body trembled from her thighs to her shoulders.

Then there was silence, and his breathing growing calm.

Lena lay on his chest. She was looking at the ceiling. She realized she was thinking about the living room curtains, about how Felicia had redone them, with the regular pleats. She also realized that the pleasure of a moment ago was already gone, like a wave withdrawn from the beach.

"What are you thinking about?" asked Jonas.

"Nothing."

"You seemed far away."

"I'm always far away," she said, and got up to look for the bathroom.

On the phone in her bag there was a message that had come in half an hour earlier. She read it while she dressed.

The shopping is done, Frau. Would you like fish or meat tonight? Felicia.

Lena looked at it for a long time. Then she answered with a single word, Fish, and put the phone back in her bag with a motion more abrupt than necessary.

*

She got home at half past seven. The apartment smelled of lemon and melted butter. In the dining room the table was set for one, with the napkin folded into a triangle and a glass of white wine already poured.

Felicia was waiting for her in the entryway, in the white apron, with her hands clasped.

"Good evening, Frau."

"Good evening."

"May I take your bag?"

Lena handed it over. Felicia set it on the console and took her coat, with her usual care. She was taller than Lena, and Lena found herself looking at her shoulders, the slender neck where the wig ended, the small mole near her ear that she used to kiss often.

"Did you have a good day?" she asked, almost without meaning to.

Felicia hesitated. It was not a question Lena asked her often.

"Yes, Frau. I finished the ironing and bought the trout at the Viktualienmarkt. The fishmonger had some beautiful ones."

"Good."

She ate alone, with Felicia standing beside the sideboard. The trout was perfect, with butter, lemon and new potatoes, and the wine was chilled just right. Lena ate attentively, knowing she was being watched, and halfway through the plate she put down her fork.

"Who came to visit you today?"

"Nobody, Frau."

"Did you talk to anyone?"

"To the fishmonger, Frau. And to the lady from the second floor, in the stairwell."

"That's enough." Lena picked up her fork again. "Saturday I'll call someone for you. A new one."

"Yes, Frau. Thank you."

There was a brief pause. Lena looked at her out of the corner of her eye. Felicia had lowered her gaze, as always, but her hands behind her back had moved, barely, in a gesture that spoke of waiting. Of that little cage, under the skirt, nothing could be seen. Yet Lena knew where it was, and she also knew that for months she had not opened it except to wash it.

She noticed that the gesture bothered her, and she did not know why.

"You can clear the table," she said, standing up. "I have a headache. I'm going to bed."

"Yes, Frau. Good night."

In the hallway Lena paused a moment in front of the study door, where Felicia slept. Then she went on to the bedroom, took off her shoes and lay down on the bed, still dressed, with her eyes open.

From the kitchen came the sound of the dishes. It was a light, regular sound that had always reassured her. That evening it seemed to her the sound of something going on by itself, without her.
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Locked Out 


Friday was laundry day. Felicia knew it from first thing in the morning, when she filled the first machine with the sheets and pillowcases, and she also knew it would not be finished before evening. Sheets, towels, silk blouses to wash by hand, Lena's stockings to put in the mesh bag. Then the ironing, which took hours.

By a quarter to seven she had finished the shopping, the dinner and even the table. At half past seven Lena came out of the bedroom in the dark green dress she wore only when she was expecting Lukas. She stopped in front of the entryway mirror, checked her lipstick and straightened the collar of Felicia's apron with two fingers.

"Tonight you don't leave the study," she said. "You have shirts to iron, so iron them. The door stays closed."

"Yes, Frau."

"If you need the bathroom, go now."

"I don't need it, Frau. Thank you."

"Good." Lena looked at her for a moment. "You still have this morning's makeup. Redo it, at least the eyes. I don't want Lukas to see you looking sloppy."

"Lukas won't see me, Frau," said Felicia, and instantly bit her tongue.

Lena smiled. "Exactly. But if he did."

At eight sharp the doorbell rang. Felicia heard the door open, Lukas's deep voice, the clink of a bottle set down on the hall cabinet, and then the footsteps moving off toward the living room. Nobody knocked at the study. Nobody called her.

She was left alone with the ironing board, the iron, the full basket and the yellow light of the lamp.

She ironed the first shirt, white, with thin stripes, Lena's. Collar, cuffs, sleeves, back. Then the second. From the living room came music, a tinkling of glasses, a laugh. After half an hour the noises changed. The music disappeared, and in its place there was a low murmur.

Felicia set down the iron and stood motionless with the shirt in her hand.

It always happened like this. At first she told herself she would think about something else, the grocery bills, the curtains, a recipe. Then her mind went back, and it went back on its own.

*

It had happened five years earlier, in an October much like this one, with the wind beating on the windowpanes. He was still Felix, still an accountant, with his office on Leopoldstraße and a bank account that made him feel safe. And he had a secret he had carried since he was sixteen.

He told her one evening in bed, with the light off and his heart pounding in his throat. Lena was propped on her elbow, looking at him.

"Say it again," she had said.

"I'd like to... wear your lingerie."

"You mean the kind you've already tried on when I wasn't home?"

Felix had been left speechless. Lena had laughed, softly, and then she had stopped laughing.

"I've known for two years," she said. "The black panties always have the hem turned differently when I find them in the drawer. I waited for you to tell me yourself."

"Lena..."

"Quiet. Get up."

That night she had made him up in front of the bathroom mirror. She had sat him on the edge of the tub and spread the foundation on his cheeks with a little sponge, then the gray eyeshadow on his eyelids, then the red lipstick. Then she had made him stand, slipped a black lace thong onto him, a champagne-colored silk slip, sheer stockings, and finally the heels, which were tight on him.

"Walk to the hallway," she said. "I want to see you."

He had walked. He wobbled, and the lace pressed against his sex, already hard, and every step sent the blood rushing to his face. Lena watched him from behind, sitting on the sofa with a glass of wine in her hand, and at one point she had said, in a calm tone: "Look at how you move. You look born for this."

"Lena, please..."

"Please what?"

"I don't know."

"I do." She had stood up, come close and brushed his sex with her knuckles, through the lace. "You're more excited than you've ever been with me. Look here. The front of your slip is all wet."

He had closed his eyes.

"Open your eyes. Look at yourself in the mirror."

He had done it. In the mirror was a strange creature, made up, with slender legs in those stockings and lipstick drawing a new mouth on his face. He did not know whether to feel humiliated or happy. He had understood only, with a clarity that hurt, that it was both.

"From tonight," Lena had said, "at home, when we're alone, I'll call you Felicia. Do you like that?"

"Yes," he had whispered.

"Yes, who?"

"Yes... Frau."

It was the first time he said it. It came out of his mouth without thinking, and Lena had stopped, surprised, then kissed him with a force she had never had before and pushed him onto the bed.

She had not let him come that night, nor the next. She had tied his wrists to the headboard with a scarf and brushed his body for hours, with her lips, with her nails, with the tip of a feather, and every time he was about to give in, she stopped.

"Tell me what you are," she whispered.

"A... a woman, Frau."

"A woman?" Lena laughed. "No. A sissy. A little sissy who comes when her mistress humiliates her. Repeat it."

"I'm a sissy, Frau."

"And what does the sissy want?"

"That the mistress... uses her."

A month later, Lena had bought the strap-on. Not the steel one, which came later, but a pink silicone one, with a black harness. She had brought it home in a shopping bag, and when Felicia opened the box on the bed her knees had given way.

"Don't be afraid," Lena had said, and for a moment she had been sweet, almost tender. "I'll prepare you myself. Slowly."

She had prepared her truly slowly. With oil, with her fingers, with a patience that did not seem to belong to her. Then she had positioned herself behind her, on the bed, with her hands on her hips, and taken her with a slow, deep thrust, while Felicia bit the pillow and cried without understanding why.

"Good girl," Lena whispered. "Like that. Take it all, all the way."

It had been the greatest pleasure Felix had ever known. And later, lying in the dark with her head on her wife's shoulder, she had thought that from that moment there would be no going back.

Then Lukas had come.

*

In the living room the music had come back. Felicia heard a piano note, then Lena's voice saying something, and Lukas laughing. The iron had cooled on the board. She picked it up and began to iron the third shirt.

She remembered the first time they had brought him home. A year after the evening of the mirror, a Saturday at the end of winter. Lena had ordered her to put on a little black maid's dress, with the apron and the cap, and to open the door with the tray in her hand.

"This is my husband," Lena had said to Lukas, with a naturalness that made her head spin. "Or rather, Felicia. She'll explain to you how it works."

Lukas had looked her up and down, with an expression somewhere between amused and curious. Then he had taken her chin between two fingers.

"Nice work," he had said to Lena. "Well made up. Big hands, though."

"They aren't for touching me. They're for cleaning."

"Right."

That evening Felicia had served dinner standing, without a word. Then Lena had told her to kneel and take off Lukas's shoes, one at a time, and to kiss his feet. She had done it, with her forehead burning and her heart beating in her ears.

"Higher," Lena had said.

"Frau?"

"Higher. All the way to the belt."

Lukas had done nothing. He had stayed seated with his legs apart, watching her calmly, while she unfastened his trousers with trembling hands and freed his sex. It was bigger than hers, and she had understood it at once, with a mix of shame and hunger.

"Look at it carefully," Lena had said, sitting on the arm of the chair. "This is a man. This is what a woman like me needs. Yours, compared to it, is a toy."

"Yes, Frau."

"Repeat."

"Mine is a toy, Frau."

"Very good. Now, with your mouth."

She had never done it before. She had made mistakes, coughed, started over, with tears in her eyes and her makeup ruined. Lukas had laid a hand on the back of her neck, without violence, almost kindly, and had taught her the rhythm. Lena watched with her legs crossed and her glass in her hand, and when he had finished she had ordered her not to spit.

"Swallow. All of it."

She had done it. And then Lena and Lukas had gone to the bedroom, and she had stayed on her knees on the living room rug, with the taste in her mouth and her sex so hard it hurt, without permission to touch herself.

That was the evening she had understood there was no final destination. Every new thing made the next one possible, and after the next one came another.

*

The shirt was done. Felicia hung it on the hanger, took the fourth, and noticed that nothing was coming from the living room anymore. The silence lasted a few seconds. Then, from the bedroom, behind the study wall, came footsteps, a door closing, and Lena's voice calling, loud and clear.

"Felicia!"

She set the iron down and went to the door. "Yes, Frau?"

"What are you doing?"

"I'm ironing, Frau. The shirts."

"Good." On the other side, Lena's voice dropped, amused. "Lukas wants to know if your makeup is in order."

"Yes, Frau. I redid it earlier."

"He says he doesn't believe it." A pause, then a rustle of fabric. "Stay there. Listen. If you hear everything, you'll be more attentive."

Felicia did not answer. She felt herself blushing, and she did not even know where, because the shame climbed from her neck to her temples like a fever. She went back to the ironing board, but her hands would not obey, and she put the iron back on its stand.

The wall was thin. After a moment the noise of the bed began. Softly at first, a rhythmic creaking, then louder. She heard Lena laugh, then pant, then say something in a low voice she could not make out. She heard Lukas's voice, deeper, slow.

"Like this?"

"Yes, like that. More."

"Say it louder."

"Deeper, Lukas. Yes... yes!"

Felicia sat down on the chair beside the desk. Her sex, in the cage, had begun to throb again, pushing against the plastic with an almost painful force. She squeezed her knees together and bit her lip, the lipstick staying on her teeth.

Lena's voice swelled, broke, rose again. It was almost like a song, and Felicia remembered having heard it born for her years before, on her few lucky nights, before it went to other ears. She pictured the scene, the arched back, his hands on her hips, the heavy breasts trembling with every thrust. She pictured her with her eyes closed, her mouth open, and that face which was still, after all these years, the most beautiful she had ever seen.

"Felicia!" shouted Lena.

She jumped to her feet. "Yes, Frau!"

"Do you hear?"

"I hear, Frau."

"Tell me what you hear."

There was a moment of silence, broken only by heavy breathing. Felicia opened her mouth, closed it, and then said, in a voice she did not recognize: "I hear Herr Lukas taking you, Frau. And that you like it."

"Good girl," Lena laughed, panting. "You know I like it. Say it again."

"You like it, Frau."

"And you?"

Felicia closed her eyes. The lipstick, the lace, the plastic, the apron, everything seemed to be squeezing her.

"I like hearing you, Frau," she said softly. "I like... that you're happy."

On the other side nobody answered. The bed slammed against the wall with a more violent blow, then came a long moan from Lena, and Lukas's cry following it, stifled. Then silence, and the breathing of two people calming down.

Felicia stood by the door, with her forehead resting against the wood.

After a while she heard Lena's steps in the hallway. They stopped in front of the study, and for an instant she thought the door would open. Instead she heard only the voice, close, a few inches away, and a little tired.

"Finish the shirts. And tomorrow morning I want toasted Brötchen."

"Yes, Frau."

The steps moved away. A door closed.

Felicia picked up the iron. She ironed two more shirts, then the collars, then the cuffs. When she was done it was past eleven. She turned off the lamp, took off the apron and lay down on the sofa bed with her body still tense, the cage pressing against her thighs, and her ears full of a silence that was no longer silence.

She fell asleep late, with her hand on her belly and the taste of lipstick on her lips.


4

The Steel Strap-On 


On Saturday afternoon, at half past five, the message arrived. Lena read it in the kitchen, standing, with the phone in one hand and a cup of tea in the other, while Felicia polished the countertop beside her.

"He canceled," said Lena.

"Who, Frau?"

"Marcel. The one for tonight. He's come down with the flu, or so he says." She scrolled through the message again and snorted. "Four days ago he wrote me that he couldn't wait. Men are all the same, they talk big and then back out."

"I'm sorry, Frau."

"It's not your fault." Lena set the cup in the sink. "But the evening stays what it is. I'll take care of it myself."

Felicia kept rubbing the countertop. She felt her heart speed up, and made herself not look at her.

"Dinner at eight," said Lena. "And afterward, the bedroom."

"Yes, Frau."

"Prepare everything. The steel too."

Her heart jumped again.

*

They ate early. Felicia had made Käsespätzle with crispy onions and a green salad, and Lena ate them in silence, with her phone beside her plate. Every now and then she answered someone, with a brief smile. Felicia stood beside the sideboard and asked nothing.

Afterward, while Lena changed, she went to the bathroom with the tray. On the tray were a terry towel, the bottle of lubricant, latex gloves, a wipe and the black harness. The last thing she took from the bottom drawer, wrapped in a velvet cloth.

The steel strap-on weighed more than it looked. Lena had ordered it from a specialized workshop three years earlier, after searching for a long time. It was stainless steel, polished like a mirror, and it had a shape that looked frightening if you studied it closely: the round, wide tip, almost a small sphere, slightly flattened, that stretched into a smooth shaft, and then the base, shaped like a truncated cone. The deeper it went, the more the body widened, up to a diameter that Felicia, the first time, had judged impossible.

"I don't want you to just come," Lena had said that day, turning it in her hands. "I want you to feel it. I want you to remember who's in charge even afterward."

Felicia filled the sink with hot water and immersed the steel. It was a ritual. Cold metal hurt, lukewarm metal hurt in another way. She counted to sixty, then took it out, dried it carefully and laid it on the towel.

From the bedroom came Lena's voice.

"Felicia."

"Coming, Frau."

*

The bedroom was dim, with the nightstand lamp on and the bed already turned down on one side. Lena was standing near the wardrobe, in a black silk robe open at the front and nothing else underneath. She had long, smooth legs, a flat belly, and breasts that the fabric left half bare. Felicia stopped on the threshold with the tray and felt, as always, a blow to the stomach.

"Put it down," said Lena. "Undress."

Felicia set the tray on the dresser and took off her apron, then her blouse, her skirt. She was left in the black body, the wig, the stockings, the cage under the lace. Lena walked around her without hurry.

"Wig off."

"Yes, Frau."

"The body too. Keep the stockings."

She felt naked in a way that was not the usual one. Without the wig and without the body, her thin, tall man's frame, with the sparse hair on her chest that Lena always made her remove and that was growing back, seemed to belong to someone else. Lena looked at her without saying anything. Then she pointed at the bed.

"Kneel. On your elbows."

Felicia climbed onto the mattress and got on all fours, with her forehead against the sheet and her legs apart. She felt the cool air on her buttocks, the lace of the stockings pulling at her thighs. She felt Lena take the harness from the tray, fasten it around her hips, adjust something with a small click.

Then Lena's hand came to rest on her back.

"Breathe."

"Yes, Frau."

"Don't keep me waiting."

Before beginning, though, Lena wanted the full ritual. It was an old rule, one she never skipped, not even on the worst evenings.

"Tell me where you are."

"In my Frau's bedroom."

"And why?"

"Because my Frau uses me as she wishes, and I am grateful to her."

"Grateful for what?"

"For still being kept in the house, Frau. And for serving you."

"Good." Lena bent down, took the cage between her fingers and lifted it to look at it, with the attention of someone checking a lock. "Always tidy. When did I last open it?"

"Fifteen days ago, Frau. To wash it."

"And in the meantime you haven't done anything I don't know about."

"Nothing, Frau."

"Sure?"

"Sure, Frau. I never touched myself."

"Remember that I have the key," said Lena, letting it fall. "And that all it takes is one word from me to make you wait a month."

Felicia felt a wave of heat climb from her neck to her face. It was not fear. It was the old sensation of being entirely in someone's hands, of not having a thought that could not be guided. For a moment it seemed to her she had gone back five years.

Then Lena turned to get the lubricant, and the moment passed.

*

The lubricant was cold. Lena spread it with three fingers, for a long time, with firm movements and no tenderness, then passed it over the steel as well. Felicia felt the metal settle against her, lukewarm and smooth, and right after it the pressure, slow, stubborn.

The round tip was the hardest part. As wide as a closed fist, it pushed without entering, until her body gave way all at once and took it in with a sharp stab that took her breath away. Felicia gripped the sheet between her fingers.

"Breathe," said Lena. "I know it's there. Breathe."

"Yes... yes, Frau."

Lena advanced a little further. The shaft widened, and with it everything else. Felicia felt the base of the cone stretch her slowly, one millimeter after another, in a way that was not pain and was not pleasure, but something that held both and made her thighs tremble.

"Tell me how you feel."

"Full, Frau. Very full."

"Does it hurt?"

"A little. But it's... it's something that..."

"What?"

"That I can't put into words, Frau."

Lena did not answer. She moved forward, then back, at a steady rhythm, and with each thrust the steel rubbed inside her at a spot that made her jerk. From the cage, down below, Felicia felt something warm and liquid slide down. It was the clear thread beginning to run along her sex, drop after drop, and stain the sheet beneath her.

Once, years before, Lena would stop to look at it. She would lean forward, run a finger along the shaft, gather a drop and make her taste it. "Look how wet you are," she would say. "A true sissy always needs to be cleaned." Or she would laugh, holding her still by the hips. "See how it drips? She does it all by herself, my sissy."

That evening she said nothing.

Felicia, with her cheek against the pillow, turned her face a little. In the wardrobe mirror she could see part of the scene: Lena standing behind her, with the robe slipped off her shoulders, her hips moving at a mechanical pace. Her gaze was fixed a little further away, on the wall. Her lips moved slightly, in a small grimace that Felicia knew well. It was the one she made when she was doing sums.

She's thinking about Dominik, she thought. About the supplier. About Monday's meeting.

The next thrust was deeper, almost distracted, and the pleasure that rose from her belly was so sudden that it tore a moan from her.

"Softly," said Lena. It was an absent tone, almost kind. "Don't make noise."

"Sorry, Frau."

On the desk, on the opposite side of the room, Lena's phone buzzed. She did not stop. She glanced at it, saw the name on the screen, and a smile crossed her face, brief, like a window opened and shut again at once. Felicia saw it in the mirror. It was Lukas, or maybe Jonas. It did not matter.

It isn't me, she thought. And the strange thing was that it did not hurt as much as it should have. It only made her feel a little cold.

*

Lena quickened the pace. One hand tightened on her hip, the other pressed on her back, and Felicia felt her body give way all at once, opening wider and wider around the metal. Each thrust now pushed her forward on the mattress. Her sex, imprisoned, swelled against the plastic with no room to grow, and the clear thread ran faster, and the pleasure inside her rose in slow, deep waves that made her tremble from her knees to the nape of her neck.

"Frau..." she whispered. "Frau, please..."

"What?"

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

"You can't come, you know that."

"I know, Frau. But I feel... I feel that..."

"I told you no."

Felicia bit her lip, and in her mouth she tasted the smeared lipstick. She breathed with her forehead against the sheet, eyes closed, and felt the sensation grow with no way out, like a tide rising against a dam. It was a sweet, ancient torment that she knew by heart. At certain moments it seemed to her she wanted nothing else.

"Good girl," murmured Lena, and the voice was the usual one, a little husky. But the usual light was not in it. "Stay like that. A little longer."

Minutes passed. The bed creaked, the metal slid back and forth, Felicia's breathing became one continuous moan. Then, at some point, Lena stopped. She stayed still, with her hands on her hips, and left her there, open and full.

"Enough," she said. "My wrists hurt."

With a slow movement she drew out the steel. The feeling of emptiness was so intense that Felicia almost burst into tears, and had to clench her teeth not to. The sheet was wet beneath her. Her whole body was still trembling.

Lena unfastened the harness, set it on the nightstand and let herself drop onto the edge of the bed, with the robe open and her breath slightly quickened. She picked up the phone, scrolled through something, then put it down with a sigh.

Felicia lifted herself onto her knees. Her legs did not hold her well. She turned toward her, barefoot, with one stocking torn in a spot and her makeup run, and it seemed to her she had never wanted anything so much.

"Frau," she said. "May I... return the favor?"

Lena raised her eyes.

"Return what?"

"With my mouth, Frau. Like before. If you..."

For a moment in the room there was only the light sound of rain against the glass. Lena ran a hand through her hair, and Felicia, who had known her for twelve years, understood before she even spoke.

"No," said Lena. "Not tonight."

"Yes, Frau."

"It's not about you. I'm tired."

"I understand, Frau."

"Really. I've had a long week."

"Yes."

Lena looked at her a moment longer. She seemed about to add something. Then she stood up, closed the robe with its belt and went toward the bathroom.

"Tidy up, and change the sheet. Then you can go."

"Yes, Frau. Good night."

"Good night."

The bathroom door closed. The water could be heard running.

Felicia stayed alone on the edge of the bed, with her hands on her knees. After a while she stood up, and in front of the wardrobe mirror she turned her back. She reached a hand behind herself and checked with two fingers, gently, the way you check something fragile.

She was still a little open. She felt the soft edges, warm, slightly swollen, that did not want to close yet.

Slowly it will close, she thought. By tomorrow morning it will be fine.

It had always gone that way. The body remembered for a few hours, then forgot, and the next morning nothing was left but a slight discomfort that vanished by midday. She wiped her fingers with the wipe from the tray, took off the wet sheet, rolled it up, put on a new one, pulling the corners tight with care. Then she picked up the steel from the nightstand and carried it to the bathroom, while Lena was already under the shower. She washed it at the sink with soap, gently, under her breath, and dried it with the velvet cloth.

As she put it back in the drawer, she noticed her cheeks were still wet. She did not know since when.

In the study she took off the torn stockings, folded them carefully and put them in the wastebasket. She lay down on the sofa bed with the wig on the shelf and the cage pressing against her thigh. Her body was still warm, her muscles trembling, the taste of lubricant in her throat.

Through one wall came Lena's voice, low, amused. She was on the phone with someone. She was laughing.

Felicia looked at the ceiling. She tried to think of anything at all, and for a few minutes she could not. Then she realized that, for the first time, she was not waiting to be called.


5

The Men from the Net 


On Tuesday evening Lena sat down on the sofa with the laptop on her knees and a cup of tea on the armrest. Felicia, standing by the door, waited to be dismissed. She wasn't.

"Come here," said Lena. "Sit on the rug. I want you to listen."

"Yes, Frau."

She knelt at her feet, hands in her lap. On the screen was a site Felicia knew well: a bulletin board of adult ads, full of faceless photos and three-line descriptions. Lena scrolled through the replies with one finger, zooming in on the pictures with two, the way one picks a supplier.

"Look at this one," she said, turning the screen. "Twenty centimeters, he writes. Five across."

Felicia looked. It was the photo of a naked torso with an erect member in the foreground, tilted a little toward the lens.

"Does that look like twenty to you?"

"I don't know, Frau. It looks big to me."

"It's shot from below, with the hand behind it to make it look longer. Fifteen, sixteen at most." Lena zoomed in. "And look at the background: it's the same wallpaper as another one who wrote to me yesterday. Photo taken from a site. Fake." She deleted the message with a tap. "Half of these claim ten centimeters more than they have."

She scrolled again. "This one, on the other hand, is honest. Seventeen, with the ruler right next to it. A bit short for you." She studied it with a critical eye. "But well made, I have to admit. Straight, with a nice full tip."

"Yes, Frau."

"And this one, look." Another photo: a stocky man, the member thick and dark, the ruler stopped at twenty-one. "Twenty-one, and it looks real. See how it rests? It has weight. This one would make you feel something, not like plastic."

Felicia swallowed. She felt the warmth sink into her belly and the little cage strain under her skirt, and she lowered her eyes before Lena could notice. Lena noticed.

"Do you like it?"

"Yes, Frau."

"More than the steel?"

"They're different things, Frau."

"A diplomat's answer." Lena laughed softly and ran the back of her foot over Felicia's knees. "Out of everyone who wrote to me, two seem credible. Marcel, whom you already know by name, and a friend of his." She turned the screen back toward herself. "Marcel has recovered. He wrote to me this morning, apologizing three times. He says he's free on Saturday, and that he's bringing the friend."

"The friend, Frau?"

"Henning. Forty-two years old, engineer, married. He says he likes tall, docile women. And twenty-two centimeters, according to him." Lena smiled slightly. "I take off three, to be safe. I told him you're tall and that we'll see about the docility."

Felicia lowered her eyes.

"Are you afraid?"

"No, Frau."

"Sure? You don't have to say no right now."

"I'm sure, Frau. I do what you desire."

"I know." Lena picked up the cup and sipped. "I've already written the rules. Condom always. No marks on the face, none on the neck, none anywhere visible. Two hours, not a minute more. I stay in the room."

"Yes, Frau."

"And if I say stop, it's stop. For everyone."

"Yes, Frau. Thank you."

Lena closed the laptop. For a moment she looked at her with an attention that seemed almost curious to Felicia, as if expecting a reaction that wasn't coming. Then she stood and went to the bedroom, without adding anything.

*

On Saturday afternoon Lena wanted to check everything personally. Felicia bathed with almond oil, shaved her legs and arms, washed and dried her hair under the wig. When she came out of the bathroom, Lena was sitting on the edge of the bed with the list in her hand, like a head nurse.

"Turn around."

Felicia turned, in her bathrobe.

"Down."

She let it fall. Lena circled her, brushing a shoulder, a thigh, her back, with her fingertips. Now and then she nodded slowly.

"You're a little dry here."

"I'll put on some cream, Frau."

"Do. Behind too." Lena stopped in front of her. "You know I'm lending you to two strangers?"

"Yes, Frau."

"Doesn't it do anything to you?"

"It makes me... very agitated, Frau."

"And does it please you?"

Felicia hesitated. It wasn't a question one could answer badly. But she couldn't answer it well, either.

"It pleases me if it pleases you," she said at last.

Lena looked at her an instant longer, then shut the list with a snap.

"Get dressed. We leave in an hour."

*

Marcel's apartment was in Haidhausen, in an old building with wooden stairs that creaked at every step. On the third floor Lena rang the bell with one finger, steady, in a gray suit and high heels, her bag under her arm. Felicia was a step behind her. She wore the black maid's dress, the white apron, the seamed stockings, the shoes that hurt her ankles. Underneath, the cage.

"Remember what I told you," Lena murmured, without turning.

"Yes, Frau."

The door opened. Marcel was forty, with a trimmed beard and a checked shirt rolled up over his forearms. He smiled at Lena with a slightly clumsy cordiality.

"Frau Hartmann. A pleasure. And sorry again about last Saturday."

"Let's not talk about it." Lena walked in, and her voice took on the tone she used in meetings. "Where is your friend?"

"In the living room. Please."

Henning was sitting in a leather armchair with a glass of whisky in his hand. He was bigger than Marcel, with broad shoulders and large hands, and when he saw Felicia he stood up and looked her over from head to toe, slowly, the way one looks at a shop window.

"They told me she was tall," he said. "But I didn't think this tall."

"Her name is Felicia," said Lena. "She's mine. For two hours I'm lending her to you."

"Understood," said Henning, and smiled.

Lena sat in an armchair opposite the sofa, crossed her legs and put her bag down beside her. Marcel offered her a glass of Riesling, and she accepted with a nod.

"Begin," she said. "Don't stand on ceremony."

*

For a few moments nobody moved. Then Henning put down the whisky, came up to Felicia and lifted her chin with two fingers.

"What should I call you?"

"Felicia, Herr."

"Felicia. Good girl." He brushed a lock of hair from her cheek. "Are you nervous?"

"A little, Herr."

"That's normal." He turned to Lena. "May I?"

"Go ahead."

Henning's hand slid down her neck, undid the apron behind her back, then the buttons of the dress, one by one. Marcel had moved behind her and was slipping off the straps, and Felicia felt the fabric slide down to her hips, then to her feet. She was left in the black garter belt and stockings, the shoes, the cage plainly visible under the lace.

"Ah," said Marcel, softly. "So we can't..."

"I'm not taking it off," said Lena from the armchair. "It stays locked. For you nothing changes."

Henning chuckled under his breath. Then he put a hand on her shoulder and pushed her down until she was on her knees on the wool rug. He undid his belt, lowered the zipper, and his member appeared, already hard, big. Felicia looked at it for a moment, then raised her eyes to Lena, seeking a sign.

"What are you waiting for?" said Lena.

Felicia opened her mouth.

It was slow at first. Henning held her head with one hand and guided the rhythm, unhurried, with deep breaths. Marcel in the meantime had torn open a packet and knelt behind her, and Felicia felt the cold lubricant, the fingers, the tip pushing. It was much less than what the steel had taught her to take, and her body yielded almost at once.

"She's already soft," said Marcel, surprised.

"She always is," replied Lena. "It's something she likes."

From the depths of her throat Felicia could produce nothing but a moan. Marcel entered with one thrust, then another, and her body shifted forward against Henning, in a continuous motion that seemed to sway between the two. Her stockings scraped the rug. The taste of Henning filled her mouth, of skin and soap, and inside herself she felt Marcel's warmth rise with every movement.

"Look how good she is," said Henning, panting. "She does it like a real woman."

"She does it better than a woman," said Lena. "That's why I keep her."

Pleasure rose in Felicia in long waves, and the cage began to hurt, and a clear thread ran down her thigh. She clenched her fists on the rug. She heard the two men swap places with a short laugh, and Henning, the bigger one, took her from behind with a deep thrust that tore a groan from her, while Marcel took her head between his hands.

"Thank them," said Lena.

Felicia lifted her face, her mouth wet. "Thank you, Herr."

"Both of them."

"Thank you, Herr Marcel. Thank you, Herr Henning."

"Good girl," said Lena.

Marcel was the first. He stiffened and bent forward, gripping her hips, and Felicia felt him pulse inside her, three, four times, beneath the thin film of the condom, while he stifled a groan against her back. He pulled away with a long sigh, took off the condom with two fingers, knotted it and set it on a small saucer on the coffee table. The latex was full, warm, glossy.

Henning waited a little longer. Then he took her head in both hands and held it still, his breath breaking, and Felicia felt the condom slowly swell against her tongue as he emptied himself with a low groan. He withdrew, took it off, knotted it and set it beside the first.

They stopped to take a sip of water and laugh at a joke Felicia didn't follow. She stayed on her knees on the rug, her legs numb and her face hot. On the saucer the two condoms gleamed under the lamplight, and she couldn't take her eyes off them.

Lena was looking at her phone. Felicia cleared her throat.

"Frau, may I ask you something?"

"Speak."

"The next time they finish... may I finish them with my mouth? Without a condom, Frau?"

Lena raised her eyes. She remained silent for a moment, then gave a slight nod. "Yes. If they agree, yes."

Felicia felt her heart leap. Marcel and Henning exchanged a glance, and Henning raised a hand as if to say it was perfectly fine with him.

"No, wait," said Lena. She put the phone on her knees and looked at her with a harder expression. "No. You haven't earned it."

"Frau..."

"You heard me."

Felicia bowed her head. Her chest burned, with shame and with something else. Then, in a thread of a voice, she tried again: "May I at least... quench my thirst from the condoms, at the end?"

Lena looked at her for a long while. "We'll see," she said.

The two men lifted her in their arms, and without much ceremony laid her on the leather sofa, on her back, with her legs raised. Henning positioned himself over her and entered her with a slow, full thrust, while Marcel knelt beside her head and offered her his member, hard again. Felicia took it in her mouth with her eyes closed, and felt beneath her the smooth leather of the sofa and above her the warm weight of Henning, who moved with an almost tender regularity.

"Tell Frau Hartmann what you are," said Marcel, panting.

Felicia opened her mouth again for a moment.

"I'm my Frau's sissy, Herr. And tonight I'm yours."

"Louder."

"I'm my Frau's sissy, Herr, and tonight I'm yours!"

Henning laughed, and gripped her hips harder. The rhythm grew. With every thrust her body shifted on the sofa, and her wig slipped to one side, uncovering the short hair under the net. Nobody fixed it. The pleasure had become so deep that her legs trembled on their own, and a cry came out of her chest without her being able to stop it.

They stopped several times, to change position, to take a sip of water, to laugh at something Felicia didn't catch. Then they started again, with the same calm, like two men in no hurry to arrive.

Lena, meanwhile, had finished the Riesling. She set the glass on the coffee table with a small clink and said, in the tone of someone changing the subject: "Marcel, is the bathroom on the left?"

"Yes, at the end. Why?"

"Nothing. I was just wondering."

Felicia, her whole body taut, turned her eyes a little toward her. Lena had picked up her phone. She held it in her lap, her thumb scrolling the screen, and now and then she looked up without really seeing. She sipped her wine. She checked the time. She had the expression of someone waiting for a late train.

For an instant, in the middle of the pleasure that made her legs tremble, Felicia felt something close inside her chest, small and clean, like the click of a lock.

She isn't watching, she thought. She isn't interested.

It was Henning who finished first, the second time. He slowed, sped up suddenly, sank in with a low groan and stayed still, his forehead resting on her shoulder. He pulled away carefully, took off the condom and knotted it. Marcel didn't wait: he took her face in his hands and pushed all the way between her lips, three slow strokes, then a tremor, and Felicia felt the latex fill against her tongue. He withdrew with a sigh and set his own on the saucer too, with the others.

Four in all. Two each.

*

At five to eleven Lena stood up and put down her glass.

"That's enough," she said. "Two hours."

Marcel and Henning let themselves drop onto the sofa, breathing heavily, their shirts sticking to their skin. Felicia stayed on her knees on the rug, her face turned to the saucer. Four condoms, full and glossy, in a small heap under the lamp.

Lena was already picking up her bag. Felicia waited for her to turn.

"Frau," she said softly, without raising her eyes. "You said 'we'll see.' May I... now?"

Lena looked at her. "I said we'll see. I've seen." She closed the bag. "No."

"Frau, please, just..."

"No. It's late, Felicia. Get up."

Henning, sitting on the edge of the sofa, made to speak. "If she wants, it's no problem for us..."

"That won't be necessary," said Lena, in the voice she used in meetings. "Thank you."

Felicia got up. Her knees were shaking, and her lipstick was smeared over her cheek and chin. Marcel helped her to her feet, and Henning handed her a wipe with a considerateness that surprised her.

"She was magnificent," he said. "Truly."

"Thank you, Herr."

"If one day you want to do it again..." He turned to Lena with a slightly uncertain smile. "You seemed distracted, Frau Hartmann. I hope I didn't get something wrong."

"You didn't get anything wrong." Lena took her bag. "You were both very correct."

It was the truth. It almost sounded like a compliment, and instead it came out like a sentence.

Felicia dressed in a hurry, in the hallway, her hands unable to find the buttons. When they went out onto the landing, Marcel and Henning stayed on the threshold to say goodbye, and Lena didn't turn around.

*

The car was parked on a side street off Rosenheimer Straße. It was drizzling. Lena started the engine, switched on the wipers and drove off without a word. Felicia, in the seat beside her, kept her hands in her lap and watched the traffic lights bounce off the wet windshield.

They crossed the bridge over the Isar. They passed an empty square, a bar with two men at the counter, a tram sliding by slowly. From the radio, at low volume, a woman's voice was talking about traffic.

"Did you like it?" Lena asked at some point, without turning.

"Yes, Frau."

"Really?"

"Yes. They were kind."

"Kind." Lena made a small sound, almost a laugh. "Yes, I'd say so."

For a while they didn't speak. At the light on Maximilianstraße Lena stopped and stayed still with her hands on the wheel and her eyes on the red, and Felicia realized she hadn't noticed it had turned green.

"Frau?"

"Yes." Lena started again. "Sorry."

In front of the building she switched off the engine. They sat for a moment without moving. The rain drummed on the roof, steady. Felicia waited for her to say something, an order, a reproach. Nothing came.

"Go up," Lena said at last. "I'll park in the garage."

"Yes, Frau."

She got out, and as she crossed the sidewalk she heard the sound of the car moving away. She didn't turn to look at it.

*

Later, in bed, Lena couldn't sleep. The glass of wine she'd had at Marcel's gave her a slight headache, and in the dark she still saw the scene before her: Felicia on her knees, her back arched, those two big men using her with courtesy. A few years ago something like that would have set her on fire for days. That night it had left her nothing but the idea of a task completed.

She turned onto her side. She looked at the ceiling. She thought about how long it had been since she'd felt a real thrill watching Felicia, and couldn't find an answer.

At ten past two she got up, barefoot, in her nightgown, and went to the living room. She turned on the laptop on the coffee table, in the dark, the blue light of the screen on her face. For a few minutes she scrolled through the news, the messages, the mail. Then she opened a blank search page and stayed looking at the blinking cursor.

She typed slowly, one finger at a time, one word after another, the way one writes something one is ashamed to look for.

institute for tired sissies.
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The Announcement 


On Wednesday evening Lena didn't come home. She phoned Felicia from the office, told her to eat dinner alone in the kitchen and not to wait up, and by eight she was already in Lukas's apartment in Lehel, her shoes in her hand and her coat still on.

Lukas didn't give her time to set down her bag. He pushed her gently against the door, undid the buttons of her coat one at a time and kissed her neck, slowly, at the spot he knew. Lena closed her eyes. She felt his hands run over her hips, lift her skirt, and a low voice at her ear: "I thought about you all day."

"Liar."

"Almost all day."

Lena laughed, and Lukas lifted her against the wall. Her legs tightened around his waist. They made it to the bedroom halfway, between one kiss and the next, leaving shoes, jacket, shirt on the floor. By the time she fell onto the bed, Lena had only her stockings and bra on, and Lukas took those off too with maddening slowness, while she watched him from below.

"Come here," she said.

"You're in charge, Frau Hartmann?"

"Always."

She pushed him onto his back and climbed on top. Lukas's body was broad and warm, the golden skin of someone who spends weekends in the mountains, his member already hard against Lena's belly. She lifted herself a little, took it in her hand and guided it into herself with a long breath. He was big, full, and he filled her all the way, as every time.

"Like that," she murmured. "Stay still."

Lukas obeyed. He put his hands on her hips and let her do as she pleased. Lena began to move slowly, rocking her pelvis back and forth, her breasts swaying before Lukas's eyes. Every movement drew a jolt from between her thighs, and the heat rose from her belly to her chest. Lukas watched her without blinking, his mouth open, and now and then lifted his head to kiss a nipple.

She sped up. She put her hands on his chest and rode harder, panting, while the bed began to creak and the headboard to knock against the wall. Lukas grabbed her by the waist, pulled her down with every thrust, and his breath turned into a low growl.

"Don't stop," said Lena. "Don't you dare."

"I wouldn't dream of it."

Pleasure took her with a long stifled cry, her back arched, her nails dug into Lukas's shoulders. Lukas rolled her onto her side without leaving her, took her knees and kept going, head down, with long, firm thrusts, until he stiffened and emptied himself inside her with a deep groan. Then he collapsed beside Lena, drenched, his breath ragged.

For a few minutes they lay looking at the ceiling. The window was ajar, and from the street came the sound of a distant tram.

"I have to show you something," said Lena.

*

She took her phone from the nightstand and opened a page she had saved during the night. She turned the screen toward Lukas, who propped himself on his elbow and began to read aloud, his voice slurred with tiredness.

"'Villa Linde. Private institute for the reeducation of tired sissies. In the heart of the Black Forest, forty minutes from Freiburg, we have for fifteen years welcomed sissies who have reached a standstill...' Standstill?"

"Keep going."

"'...accompanying them on a path of physical and psychological transformation, with medical staff, instructors and personalized programs. Courses from three to twelve months. Our guests return home renewed, more aware of their role and more pleasing to their master or mistress.' More pleasing." Lukas burst out laughing and let the phone fall on the sheet. "Who writes this stuff?"

"Someone who takes thirty thousand euros per course."

"Does it really exist?"

"I checked. Registered, with a website, an address, a director with a degree that I verified. And I read a forum where a man says his wife came back after eight months 'perfect and silent.' Perfect and silent. Imagine that." Lena adjusted the pillow behind her back. "I'm not someone who trusts forums, but it all adds up."

Lukas studied her. He had stopped laughing. "You want to send Felicia there."

"Yes."

"For six months?"

"We'll see. Maybe six, maybe eight."

"Why?"

Lena didn't answer right away. She ran her thumb along the edge of the sheet, up and down, as if smoothing out a crease.

"Because I'm bored," she said at last. "I'm bored, Lukas. Not with you. With her. With all of this. On Saturday I watched her on her knees in front of two strangers and felt nothing, like watching an advertisement." She made a face. "Four years ago my hands used to shake. Now I was checking my phone."

"I know. I noticed from the way you told me about the evening." Lukas put an arm around her shoulders. "So you're sending her to be redone."

"Redone. Changed. If she comes back different, maybe I'll come back different too."

"And if she comes back the same?"

"Then I'll have spent some money and rested for six months." Lena shrugged. "Think about it. No breakfasts, no laundry, no 'Frau' at every corner of the house. Six months of silence. I can travel, I can come to you without looking at the clock."

"You sound like a manager."

"I am a manager."

Lukas smiled and kissed her temple. "Then send her. I mean it, it seems a better idea than plenty of others. Show me the program."

Lena took the phone again and scrolled down to a dark box with a list of items. She read it half aloud. "'Reeducation of posture and voice. Permanent epilation. Breast implants. Dermal decoration of the rear entrance. Completion.' This last one I don't know what it means."

"There must be an explanation."

"Tomorrow I'll call."

Lukas brushed the hair off her forehead. "And what if in the end they tell you it's really necessary?"

"What is?"

"The Completion. Whatever it is."

Lena paused a moment. Then she laughed softly. "I already know what it is. I read it on the forum."

"And so?"

"She doesn't need them anyway." Lena smiled, her cheek on his chest. "And besides, they aren't even pretty, so limp."

Lukas looked at her a moment too long. "Are you serious?"

"I don't know yet." Lena turned onto her side. "In the meantime I'll hear what the director says. Tomorrow I'll call her."

*

The next day, at eleven, she closed her office door and opened the laptop. In the corner of the screen appeared the face of a woman of about fifty-five, thin, with gray hair gathered in a low, tidy ponytail and an ivory cashmere sweater. Behind her a bookcase, a window with the snow of the woods, a vase of white roses.

"Frau Hartmann." The voice was low, calm, unhurried. "I'm Helena Winter. Tell me how I can be of use."

Lena explained the situation in a few sentences: four years of full-time sissy, the husband, the routine, the weariness. Winter listened without interrupting, her hands folded on the desk.

"I understand," she said when Lena had finished. "May I make a correction, though?"

"Please."

"You speak of weariness. Sissies don't tire, Frau Hartmann. They settle. What you call weariness is a lack of direction. On one side we have a person who has stopped feeling transformed, on the other a mistress who has stopped feeling obeyed. It happens to almost every couple after three or four years."

"And can it be fixed?"

"With a new starting point. That's our work."

"Explain to me how it works."

"Gladly." Winter picked up a sheet. "The standard course lasts six months and is divided into five phases. The first is reeducation: posture, voice, gestures, language, daily habits. Our instructors work on obedience until it becomes natural. No guest leaves here without knowing how to serve at table, open a door, kneel in silence. Even your husband, who I imagine already does so, will learn to do it better."

"I see."

"The second phase is permanent epilation, with laser and, where needed, with needle. It takes a few weeks. When the skin is clean, we move to the third: breast implants. Surgery under general anesthesia, performed by Dr. Roth, our surgeon, with a size agreed upon with you. I understand your preferences are important."

"They are."

"We will take them into account. The fourth phase is the decoration of the rear entrance. An ornamental tattoo all around it, in color, with a discreet inscription inviting its use. It is done by Nico, our tattoo artist. It's a touch that masters appreciate greatly, and that our guests, as a rule, wear with pride."

Lena had picked up a notepad and was writing. "And the fifth?"

Winter set down the sheet. For the first time in the conversation she lowered her voice a little.

"The fifth is the most important, and I beg you not to underestimate it. We call it the Completion. You will probably call it by whatever name seems clearest to you."

"Castration."

"Yes. Surgery, removal of the testicles, performed under general anesthesia, in a fully compliant operating room, with a short recovery. The reasons, allow me to explain, are not only aesthetic." Winter joined her fingers. "In our fifteen years of experience, the removal changes the sissy profoundly. It makes her more docile, because it takes away the competitive drive. More obedient, because it lessens the impulse to contradict. And above all more inclined to satisfy males, because desire, no longer forced into a shape that doesn't belong to her, turns toward service. Those who complete the course go home with a new calm. Those who interrupt it earlier, I'm sorry to say, write to us after a few months asking us to take them back."

Lena had stopped writing. "Is it reversible?"

"No. And that is why the last phase is ratified the very morning of, with the signature of both parties. Once at the clinic, I myself speak with the guest, to verify that she is ready. But I'll tell you something, Frau Hartmann: every couple that comes to us asks whether the last step can be skipped. And every one, a year later, thanks us for having said no. Without the Completion, the rest is a beautiful gown on a person who remains as she was."

Lena looked for a moment at the snow behind Winter's window, and it seemed a very distant thing to her, painted.

"How much does it all cost?"

"The complete course is thirty-eight thousand euros, everything included: board, lodging, all the procedures, medical care, follow-up checks. It begins the first Monday of November, if you wish. Only one place remains."

"One?"

"One. Our guests are few, by choice."

Lena tapped the pen against the notepad. She thought of Felicia bringing her the tray, of Felicia holding out her coat, of Felicia on her knees on Marcel's rug, and everything already seemed behind glass.

"Send me the contract."

"You'll find it in your inbox in five minutes." Winter inclined her head slightly. "Allow me just one recommendation: don't tell your husband before you've signed. It's better to begin when the guest hasn't had time to prepare."

"I'll sign and tell her tonight."

"I was sure of it." A smile, brief, almost imperceptible. "Until soon, Frau Hartmann."

*

The contract arrived at eleven twenty. Fourteen pages, a table of contents, a list of treatments with boxes to tick, a confidentiality clause. Lena read it twice, calmly. Between the lines she noticed a paragraph in italics: The signature for the Completion phase is obtained on the day of the procedure, in the presence of the management.

She ticked the first four boxes one by one. At the fifth she stayed with the pen suspended.

Then she ticked that one too.

When she had finished she leaned back and stayed looking at the sheet. She felt, in a corner of her chest, a small vibration she hadn't felt in a long time. It wasn't happiness and it wasn't even curiosity. It was the anticipation she had as a girl, waiting for exam results, not yet knowing how it would end.

She called the villa's office, confirmed the details, scanned and sent back the document. At ten to twelve the reply came, two lines of courtesy: Thank you, Frau Hartmann. Your guest will be welcomed on the first Monday of November, at three o'clock.

Lena closed the laptop. Outside the window the October fog covered the rooftops of Munich. At home Felicia was ironing, or polishing the faucets, or writing the shopping list in that round, tidy handwriting she had taught herself.

Tonight I'll tell her, she thought.

And she realized that, for the first time in a long while, she couldn't wait to get home.
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The News 


That evening dinner was ready at ten past eight. Felicia had prepared the Schweinebraten with bread Knödel and red cabbage, and the dark gravy was glossy as lacquer. Lena sat at the table, spread the napkin on her knees and stayed looking at the plate longer than usual.

Felicia took her place beside the sideboard, her hands behind her back.

"Sit down," said Lena.

"Frau?"

"Sit. There, across from me. Take a plate for yourself too."

In four years it had happened maybe twice. Felicia went to fetch a plate, cutlery and a glass, and sat on the edge of the chair, her back straight and her knees together. Lena poured her a finger of wine and said nothing while she cut the meat.

They ate in silence. The Braten was tender, the Knödel soft. Lena praised the gravy with a nod, without words. Then she set down her fork and laid her hands on the table.

"I have to tell you something."

"Yes, Frau."

"On the first Monday of November you leave. You'll be away for six months."

Felicia stayed with the glass in midair. "I'm leaving, Frau?"

"There's an institute in the Black Forest. It's called Villa Linde. It deals with sissies like you." Lena spoke in the tone of someone reading an agenda. "I've already spoken with the director. I signed the contract this morning. They'll send you back home transformed."

"Transformed how, Frau?"

"Better."

"I don't understand."

"You don't need to understand. You just have to go." Lena picked up the glass and sipped. "Reeducation, posture, voice. Then the body. They'll remove your hair forever, and they'll do other things that they'll explain when the time comes."

"Other things."

"Yes."

Felicia put the glass down. Her fingers were trembling, and she tried to hide them under the table. She felt her heart speeding up, and in the middle of the heart a precise question, which she didn't dare ask at once. She framed it in her head three times, then said it half aloud.

"Six months, Frau. And then?"

"And then you come back."

"Home?"

"Home."

"Will you... still want me?"

Lena looked at her. For an instant something unexpected appeared in her gaze, a quick flicker, instantly gone. "I want to send you back in place," she said. "Then I'll see."

It was a non-answer, and Felicia knew it. She nodded anyway.

"Can I refuse, Frau?"

"You can." Lena set her napkin beside the plate. "You stay here, you go on as you always have, and I decide what to do with you, and with myself. I don't know for how much longer. Or else you go, and we give ourselves a chance."

"A chance."

"Yes. One."

The silence lasted long enough to hear the tick of the kitchen clock. Felicia looked at the plate, the red cabbage cooling, the gravy congealing at the edges. She was afraid. She also had, and she noticed it with a subtle shame, a shadow of curiosity that made the blood pound in her temples.

A chance, she thought. Then there's still something to save.

"I'll go, Frau," she said.

"Good girl." Lena finished her wine. "Clear the table. Then come to the bedroom."

*

At ten the bedroom was dim, the nightstand lamp on and the curtains drawn. Lena was in a black silk robe, sitting on the edge of the bed. On the rug stood the tray with the cloth, the lubricant, the black strap and the velvet pouch with the steel inside.

"Tonight we use that one," she said. "For the last time before you leave."

"Yes, Frau."

"Undress."

Felicia took off the dress, the apron, the wig. Underneath remained the stockings and the cage, which with every step pressed against her thigh with a small plastic click. She climbed onto the bed and got on all fours, her forehead on the sheet.

Lena tied the strap around her hips, warmed the steel in her hands and lubricated it slowly. She was more careful than she had been in recent evenings. She pushed gently, advancing with a patience Felicia hadn't seen in her for years, and when the round tip went in, she put a hand on her back and whispered to her to breathe.

"Good girl. Like that."

The metal widened inside her, little by little, enough to take her breath away. Lena moved back and forth in a long, steady rhythm, and this time she kept her eyes fixed on the back of Felicia's neck, on the trembling shoulders, on the fingers clutching the sheet. No phone, no thoughts elsewhere.

"Tell me how you feel."

"Full, Frau. Very."

"Does it hurt?"

"Yes. But I like it."

"I know."

She went on for a long time. Felicia's body surrendered to the thrusts and let itself be opened, and pleasure rose from her belly in slow waves, low down, at the point where the steel pressed. From the cage the clear thread began to drip, drop after drop. Lena noticed it, and for the first time in a long while she smiled.

"There she is," she said. "There she is, my dripping sissy."

Then she stopped, and withdrew the steel with a slowness that took Felicia's breath away. Felicia stayed like that, on all fours, empty, panting.

"Turn over."

She obeyed. She lay on her back, her legs open and her stockings torn at one knee. Lena stood beside the bed, her robe open and the strap still fastened, and in her hand was a small silver key.

"You know this one."

"Yes, Frau."

"I want to take it off you. For tonight."

Felicia's eyes went wide. She felt her member contract inside the cage, a quiver of hope and disbelief. "Tonight, Frau?"

"Keep your hands still."

Lena bent down, slid in the key, and with a sharp click opened the lock. The cage came away with a small wet sound. Felicia's member, small, pale, limp from too long shut away, was left bare, and at the touch of the air it swelled slightly, with a start, until it was half hard, red at the tip and sensitive as a nerve.

Lena looked at it attentively, her head tilted.

"It's been so long," she said softly. "I barely remember what you looked like."

"I'm sorry, Frau."

"Don't be sorry." She took two silk scarves from the nightstand drawer. "Hands up."

Felicia raised them above her head, and Lena tied them to the posts of the headboard, each with two turns and a knot, tight enough to leave no escape. Then she sat beside her on the bed and laid a hand on her chest.

"Listen. When you come back, your body will be different. You won't need this anymore." With two fingers she brushed the member, from base to tip. "It won't serve, and maybe it won't work as it does now. It's a kind of farewell. I want it done well."

"Yes, Frau."

"I want you to remember how it feels to have pleasure with a body like this. All the way."

Lena's fingers closed around the shaft, warm, sure. Felicia arched her back. It had been too long, and the slightest contact hit her like a jolt.

*

Lena began slowly. A movement from bottom to top, a turn of the thumb on the tip, then down again, unhurried. Each pass drew a shorter breath from Felicia. The member grew fully hard, but it stayed small in Lena's hand, and the skin stretched and reddened.

"Frau..."

"Quiet."

The rhythm grew, steady. The hand rose and fell with an almost cruel precision. Felicia felt the pleasure gather in her belly, tighter and tighter, hotter and hotter, and after a few minutes her body began to shake on its own.

"I'm going to..."

Lena took her hand away.

Felicia groaned and clenched at nothing. Her member throbbed against her stomach, stretched taut, with nothing around it anymore. Lena merely waited, her fingers suspended and her eyes fixed on Felicia's face.

"Breathe. Slowly."

"Frau, please..."

"Slowly."

Thirty seconds passed. The pleasure subsided a little. Then the hand returned, slower, softer, and the circling began again. Three minutes later Felicia was on the edge once more, her legs trembling and her forehead covered in sweat. Lena stopped a breath away from the last instant.

"You're suffering, aren't you?" she asked, and there was something gentle in her voice.

"Yes. I can't take any more, please, Frau."

"No." A thin smile. "I like it when you suffer."

She started again. She stopped. She started again. Felicia lost count of the times. Each resumption was more intense than the one before, each stop more tearing. Sweat ran down her neck, into the groove of her chest, along her sides. She pulled her wrists against the scarves, and the silk held. Her member slapped against her stomach between one caress and the next, swollen, purple, with a shiny drop at the tip that trickled down in a thread.

"Frau, please, I beg you..."

"Almost."

"I can't hold out anymore."

"Hold out."

Half an hour passed. Then forty minutes. The lamp burned low and the bed was soaked. Felicia had stopped talking, and was crying softly, without noticing, her mouth open and her eyes closed. At every halt her body contracted on its own, as if in a fever, and the emptiness left behind hurt her more than the pleasure.

Lena watched her from close by. At a certain point she stopped smiling.

It was a strange thing for Felicia, to feel that attention. Behind her tightly shut eyelids it seemed to her she perceived it like the warmth of a lamp. For the first time in years, Lena wasn't thinking of anything else.

"Now," said Lena, in a low voice. "Now I'll let you finish."

"Yes... yes, Frau..."

The hand started again. Faster, tighter, without pauses. Felicia screamed. Her body went taut as a bow, her feet pressed into the mattress, her thighs hardened. The wave started at the base of her spine, rose, and Lena, who until a moment before had seemed determined to finish her, opened her fingers.

She did it at the last second, when there was no longer any way back.

Felicia contracted with a strangled cry. The member, left to itself, gave a start, then another, and from the tip came a spurt of pale, clear seed, delicate as water, that spattered her belly. Then a second, longer one. Then a third. She couldn't control it and couldn't push it out, with her hands tied and her body broken by half a pleasure. She came and didn't come. The contractions shook her from lower belly to chest, and after two months of chastity every discharge seemed never to end.

The spurts went on for almost a minute, in lazy, irregular waves, until her belly, her chest and even her throat were wet with that clear, warm liquid, which trickled down the sides onto the sheet.

In the end Felicia lay motionless, her breath coming in jerks and tears on her temples. She had never felt so emptied. Or so alone.

Lena came close. She brushed her cheek with the back of her hand. "Good girl," she murmured. "It was beautiful."

*

She untied the wrists carefully, one after the other. Felicia couldn't move her arms, which fell back along her sides, numb.

"Gather it up," said Lena.

"Frau?"

"What you did. With your fingers. And bring it to your mouth."

Felicia obeyed. With hands that didn't feel like hers she ran her fingers over her belly, her chest, her neck, gathered the warm liquid and brought it to her lips. The taste was neutral, barely salty. She repeated the gesture once, twice, three times, with scrupulous care, until her belly was clean.

Lena watched her, sitting on the edge of the bed with her legs crossed.

"That's enough. Go take a shower."

"Thank you, Frau."

Felicia rose with difficulty. Her legs were weak, and some part of her kept trembling. She reached the bathroom door and stopped, her hand on the doorframe.

"Felicia."

She turned.

Lena was standing near the bed, her robe closed and the plastic cage in her hand, swinging it by the padlock. There was no hardness in her gaze, but no gentleness either. It was an expression Felicia didn't know in her, and couldn't classify.

"When you come back," said Lena, "you'll be able to lick me again. Like before."

Felicia's heart skipped a beat. "Really, Frau?"

"But only if you complete the whole course."

"The whole course, Frau?"

"All of it. To the very end."

"What does that mean, Frau?"

"You'll understand." Lena put the cage in the drawer and shut it. "Go."

Felicia went into the bathroom, switched on the light and closed the door. She looked at herself an instant in the mirror: the smeared makeup, the smooth chest, the skin still flushed. She turned on the hot water and stayed under the spray for a long time.

Complete the course, she thought. What does that mean?

She found no answer. She only knew that this phrase, said in that voice, had left inside her a hope and a tremor together. She was afraid of which of the two was stronger.
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The Journey 


On the first Monday of November Felicia opened her eyes before the alarm rang, in the darkness of the study. For a moment she didn't remember the reason for the weight on her chest. Then she saw the gray suitcase in a corner, closed and ready, and it all came back to her.

She prepared breakfast like every morning. Coffee, poached egg, strawberries cut in half. She served the tray at ten to seven, opened the curtains, arranged the pillow. Lena ate without hurry and without speaking, and at one point, setting down her cup, said: "This is the last time you'll bring me breakfast for quite a while."

"Yes, Frau."

"Will you miss it?"

"I'll miss serving you, Frau."

"Good." Lena stood up. "Get dressed. The train is at nine forty-two."

*

In the bathroom Lena was waiting for her with a small velvet box open on the sink. First of all she locked the cage again with the silver padlock, and Felicia heard the click like an old greeting. Inside the box was a black plug, smooth, no longer than a finger, with a teardrop-shaped base and a silicone ring around the neck.

"You'll wear this for the journey."

"Yes, Frau."

"It's a new model. It vibrates." Lena showed her a remote as big as a flash drive, with three buttons. "The range is ten meters. For four hours you're under control."

Felicia leaned on the sink, lifted her skirt and bent over a little. Lena lubricated the plug and slid it in with slow, precise pressure. The shape adapted, and after a moment the object was in place, warm and steady, to remind her with every step that she didn't belong to herself alone.

"Walk."

Felicia took two steps on the floor. She felt the plug shift, press on one precise spot, and had to stop for an instant to catch her breath.

"That's fine," said Lena. "Get your coat."

They boarded the train at Munich Hauptbahnhof with first-class tickets, in a compartment with light leather seats. Felicia wore a gray suit, a white blouse, the neatly combed brown wig, sheer stockings and low-heeled shoes. She looked like a middle-aged secretary, maybe a little tall. Lena sat opposite her, crossed her legs and opened the laptop.

The train left on time. For half an hour nothing happened. Outside the window slid fields covered with frost, villages with onion-domed steeples, black woods. A couple in their sixties sat in the other corner of the compartment, two rows away: the husband opened a newspaper, the wife took out a magazine.

At ten twenty Felicia felt a jolt.

Low, barely perceptible, a hum that crossed her belly and settled in her groin. She squeezed her knees together. Lena hadn't raised her eyes from the laptop, but on the little table near her hand lay the remote, a finger resting on a button.

The vibration grew. Felicia bit her lip. The plug pressed where it pressed, with a sweet and fierce insistence, and her member, shut in the cage, tried in vain to swell against the plastic. A warm drop ran down her thigh and stopped in her stocking.

"All right?" asked Lena, without looking at her.

"Yes, Frau."

"You're pale."

"It's a bit warm."

"Oh, yes." Her thumb pressed another button, and the hum changed, grew faster, nastier. "The heating on these trains is always too strong."

The wife looked up from her magazine, saw the lady in gray gripping the armrests, and smiled sympathetically. Felicia returned the smile. She felt sweat running between her shoulder blades, her breath growing short, and inside her a pleasure she could neither release nor hide.

"Breathe slowly," Lena murmured, without moving her lips. "If you come, I'll leave you at Karlsruhe."

"I can't, Frau. I'm locked."

"That has nothing to do with it. You know it can happen."

It was true, and Felicia knew it. Twice, in the first months, it had happened, with the cage fastened tight, because of the plug and a steady hand that wouldn't stop. She clenched her muscles to resist, but every contraction squeezed the plug, and every squeeze made things worse.

Lena suddenly slowed the rhythm, until she turned it off. Felicia let herself fall back against the seat, panting in silence, her knees trembling.

"Good girl," said Lena. "Five minutes' break."

It started again at Stuttgart.

*

They changed trains at Karlsruhe station. As they went down the stairs, Lena turned the remote on at low intensity, and Felicia had to cling to the handrail to keep from falling. Three boys with backpacks passed her, laughing. A metallic voice announced a ten-minute delay.

"Are you hungry?" asked Lena.

"No, Frau."

"I am. Let's get something."

They sat at the counter of a kiosk, among the commuters. Lena ordered a Currywurst with bread and a black coffee. For Felicia she ordered nothing, but she pushed the vibration to maximum as the waiter handed over the receipt, and Felicia, with her elbow on the counter, had to pretend to adjust her scarf to smother a moan.

"Are you feeling unwell, madam?" asked the waiter.

"She's just tired," said Lena. "She's traveled a lot."

She ate the Currywurst with a slowness that seemed to Felicia a torment. Then she paid, and only then switched off the remote.

"Your legs are shaking."

"Yes, Frau."

"Do you like it?"

"I..." Felicia swallowed. "I like it and it's killing me, Frau."

Lena laughed softly, almost tenderly. "Then it's right."

*

From Freiburg they were picked up by a clinic car, a dark sedan with a silent driver in a gray jacket, Herr Kessler, who put the suitcase in the trunk without a word. They got into the back seat. For the whole drive Lena kept the remote in her pocket, and the plug stayed still and silent.

The road climbed through the woods. The landscape changed: black firs, meadows wet with mist, wooden farmhouses with sloping roofs, a stream running under a stone bridge. After forty minutes the car stopped in front of a wrought-iron gate, half open. Beyond the gate a gravel drive climbed for a hundred meters, between two rows of leafless linden trees, to a three-story villa with green shutters and a slate roof.

"Here we are," said Lena.

Felicia looked at the villa. Her heart was beating hard. On the dark wooden door was a brass plaque, and in front of the staircase stood a tall, thin woman in a light gray coat, her hair gathered in a low ponytail. She waited for them without moving.

*

"Frau Hartmann. Felicia."

Helena Winter greeted them with a courteous nod, without shaking hands. Her voice was the same as on the call, low and calm. Beside her, a step behind, stood a woman of about forty in a white coat, stocky, with sturdy arms and a stern look.

"Schwester Greta," said Winter. "She will look after Felicia personally."

"Good morning," said Greta, and that one word was enough for Felicia to understand that no "please" would ever come out of that mouth.

"Will you give us five minutes, Frau Hartmann?" Winter indicated the door. "In private."

Lena nodded. She turned to Felicia without looking her in the face. "Wait here. With Schwester Greta."

"Yes, Frau."

They went into the study. The door closed.

The director's study had walls paneled in light wood, a bookcase, a lit fireplace, two dark leather armchairs and a clear desk. Winter poured two teas into thin cups and handed one to Lena.

"Before we begin I want to be transparent about one thing," she said. "Something that is written in the contract in general terms, but that I prefer to explain in person."

"I'm listening."

"The reeducation course includes phases with men selected by the clinic." Winter spoke softly, without lowering her gaze. "They are alpha males, to use a common term. In perfect health, checked every month, of imposing build and well endowed everywhere. They serve to teach the sissy her place. They come in turns, often in groups, and the guests serve them in every way I consider appropriate."

"I see."

"There will be direct contact with their fluids. Not in every exercise, but in several, and repeatedly. So I ask you plainly: is that a problem for you? If you feel any form of jealousy, exclusivity, right of first refusal, if there are things you would prefer to avoid, now is the time to say so. Everything can be modified."

Lena put down her cup. She laughed. An open, genuine laugh that creased the corners of her eyes.

"A problem? Doctor, I've spent the last four years bringing men home to use her in front of me. If there's one thing that doesn't bother me, it's exactly this."

"I imagined so, but I preferred to hear it."

"In fact." Lena leaned forward, a new light in her eyes. "If possible, I'd like videos."

Winter tilted her head. "Videos."

"Of the sessions, of the worst hours. Of everything I might enjoy watching when I'm home, in the evening, with a glass in my hand. I don't need to watch them right away. I'd like to be able to have them."

A thin smile crossed the director's face. For the first time in that conversation, and in those of the previous days, she looked satisfied.

"There's no problem at all, Frau Hartmann. In fact," she said, "I was about to propose it myself. We have a dedicated service: a private folder, updated every week, accessible only to you. With the main sequences of each phase, filmed in high definition. No copies elsewhere."

"Perfect."

"The password will be sent to you this evening." Winter took a leather folder from the desk. "There's one last formality, if you'll allow me: the key."

"Which key?"

"The one for the cage Felicia is wearing. If you want to keep it with you until her return, of course keep it. But we generally recommend entrusting it to the management. The change of habits is sharper for the guests."

Lena slipped her hand into her bag and drew out the little silver key. She turned it over a moment between her fingers, with a pensive expression that Winter didn't comment on. Then she set it on the desk.

"You keep it."

"Thank you." Winter put it in a drawer and closed it with a click. "Now I'll accompany you out."

*

When they came out, Felicia was still in the entrance hall with Greta, under a large crystal chandelier. Her gaze was lowered, her hands crossed, her back straight.

Lena went up to her. She straightened the collar of her coat with two fingers, as she had done many times. For a moment their faces were very close.

"Do what they tell you," she said in a low voice. "Everything. Without arguing."

"Yes, Frau."

"Don't forget what I told you the other night."

"The course, Frau?"

"Yes."

In Lena's coat pocket there was a small click, and Felicia felt the plug stir with a brief, sweet, almost affectionate hum that crossed her belly and made her knees tremble. She raised her eyes. Lena was barely smiling, her hand in her pocket.

"A gift for the road," she said. "Keep it in until you're allowed."

Then she turned. She bade Winter goodbye with a nod, crossed the hall with her heels echoing on the marble, and left. Felicia heard the car door open and close. The engine started, the gravel crunched, the sound moved off along the drive and died away among the trees.

Lena hadn't turned around once.

*

The room was on the second floor, at the end of a corridor lined with red carpet. Greta opened the door with a key and ushered her in with a brusque gesture.

The room was small and clean: a narrow bed with a gray blanket, a nightstand, a wardrobe, a small table with a chair, a window with white curtains looking onto the woods. On the wall, beside the door, hung a notice in a black frame with the guest regulations. At the top, the first line said: Guests do not use the pronoun "I" without authorization.

"This is your room," said Greta. "The key stays with me. The bathroom is at the end of the corridor; in the evening you go after dinner and before nine. The bell rings at six. At ten past six you are in the salon, made up and ready."

"Yes, Schwester."

"Take it out."

Felicia didn't understand. Greta pointed at the plug with a jerk of her chin, almost with disgust.

"Your wife's toy. Here you wear what I say."

"Yes, Schwester."

Felicia bent over a little, and with a trembling hand drew it out. The object was warm, shiny, still wet. Greta took it with two fingers and rinsed it in the corner sink, wrapped it in a cloth and put it in a drawer.

"Tomorrow I'll introduce you to the other guests and the instructors. Tonight dinner in your room, a tray in half an hour. Then sleep. Are there any questions?"

"May I ask where..."

"There are no questions," Greta repeated.

The door closed. The sound of the key turning could be heard, twice, cleanly.

Felicia stood in the middle of the room. Then she sat on the bed, slowly, because the mattress was hard and her body was still sore, and looked at the woods behind the glass. The sky was turning gray. A crow crossed the field and landed on a branch.

On the nightstand there was a glass of water and a folded sheet. She opened it. It was a handwritten schedule, in neat penmanship: 6.00 wake-up. 6.10 salon. 7.00 breakfast. 8.00 posture. 10.00 voice. 12.30 lunch...

She folded it carefully and put it back where it was.

The tray came half an hour later: barley soup, a slice of dark bread, an apple. Felicia ate everything, in silence, seated at the little table, and washed the dish in the sink. When she had finished she undressed, folded her clothes neatly on the chair and put on the white cotton nightgown left on the bed.

She turned off the light. In the dark, the cage pressed against her thigh, cold and light, and her body still remembered, in the place where the plug had been, the hum of a little earlier.

She thought of Lena, in the back seat of the car, the remote in her pocket and her face turned to the window. She thought of the train, the Currywurst, the silver key that was no longer in her bag. She thought of that phrase said on the bathroom threshold.

If you complete the whole course.

She closed her eyes, and for the first time in years she slept in a bed where no one in the next room was making love.
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The Admission 


The bell rang at six sharp, a long metallic trill that ran down the corridor. Felicia was already up, standing by the bed with the nightgown pressed smooth over her knees. She had slept little and badly, waking every hour to the sound of the wind in the firs.

The key turned twice in the lock. Greta came in, in a white coat, with a folder under her arm and a steel cart pushed ahead of her.

"Good morning."

"Good morning, Schwester."

"No salon today. Today is admission." Greta glanced at the watch on her wrist. "Twenty minutes for the bathroom, then I take you downstairs. Wash well. No makeup."

"Yes, Schwester."

"And don't say 'I' even when you're alone. The walls listen here."

Felicia nodded. She washed at the sink in the corridor, with cold water and a soap that smelled of bitter almond, and went back to the room with a bare face and a pounding heart.

Greta was waiting by the door. "Follow me."

*

The infirmary was on the ground floor, at the end of a corridor paved with pale tiles. It had a frosted glass door, and inside it smelled of disinfectant and wax. The walls were white. In the middle stood an examination bed covered in black leather with two stirrups, a column scale, a cart of instruments and bottles, a table with a computer. In a corner, on a tripod, a video camera with a small red light on.

Helena Winter was standing by the table, a coat over her sweater and a digital tablet in her hand.

"Good morning, Felicia."

"Good morning, Frau Doktor."

"Did you sleep?"

"Little, Frau Doktor."

"Normal, the first night." The director pointed her pen at the red light. "One clarification. This session is being recorded, as provided in the agreement with Frau Hartmann. The video will be uploaded this evening to the private folder. You are not to pay it any attention."

Felicia swallowed. She felt a sudden warmth in her face and another, lower down, that she did not know where to put. She thought of Lena sitting on the sofa, glass in hand, watching her on a screen.

"Yes, Frau Doktor."

"Let's begin. Schwester."

Greta locked the door and turned around.

"Stand on the platform. Undress."

Felicia slipped off the nightgown and let it fall. She stood there with the cage and the wig, which Greta removed with a brisk gesture and set on a polystyrene stand.

"Rings, earrings, necklaces."

"I have none, Schwester. The earrings were at home."

"Phone, wallet, documents."

"In the suitcase, Schwester."

"They will be kept in the management safe." Greta leafed through the folder. "Document: Hartmann, Felix. That name no longer exists, as of today. For the whole length of the stay, the guest answers to Felicia. Never 'I,' never 'he,' never 'sir.' She refers to herself as 'this guest,' or by her name. Clear?"

"Yes, Schwester."

"What is your name?"

"I am..." Felicia stopped short.

"One demerit point."

"Forgive me, Schwester. This guest's name is Felicia."

"Good. Three points lead to an extra kneeling session. In the first week, it has never been zero." Greta wrote something. "Step onto the scale."

The metal was cold under her feet. Greta adjusted the weights with two fingers. "Seventy-four kilos and two. Height one meter eighty-six." Then she pulled a measuring tape from her pocket and circled her. "Shoulders forty-six. Chest ninety-four. Under the chest, eighty-eight. Waist eighty. Hips ninety-one. Neck thirty-eight. Foot forty-four."

Winter was taking notes on the tablet. "The chest is good for a C or a D cup, with anatomical implants," she said. "We'll discuss it with Dr. Roth."

Felicia did not answer. She had not been asked a question.

*

"On the bed. Back down."

Greta had pulled on latex gloves. Above the bed hung a halogen lamp with a magnifying lens. She switched it on, and the white light struck Felicia's body, every pore, every hair that was left.

"Mouth."

Felicia opened. Greta lifted her lips with two fingers, checked the teeth, the gums, the tongue, the palate. With a spatula she pressed the tongue down and ran a finger farther back, until Felicia gagged.

"Reflex present but controllable," said Greta. "It can be improved with practice."

She moved on to the neck, the collarbones, the armpits. "Residual hair under the left arm. On the chest, regrowth of three or four weeks. Legs clean, down to the knee." She took a nipple between thumb and forefinger and squeezed, gradually, watching the reaction. Felicia held her breath. "High sensitivity. It hardens right away." She repeated it on the other.

Winter, three steps away, nodded. "Signs of a good response. After the surgery it will be even more marked."

Greta's hands slid down the abdomen, the ribs, the hips. They pressed here and there, unhurried, as on a fabric for sale. Then they stopped at the waist.

"Turn on your side."

She checked the back, the buttocks, the base of the spine. "No scars. Healthy skin."

"On your back again."

Her legs were parted by hand, and Felicia felt the cold air on her sex, shut in the plastic cage. Greta studied it for a long time, up close, with the lens.

"Director, the key."

Winter opened a drawer, took out the little silver key and handed it over. Felicia recognized the small object she had seen in Lena's hand, and her throat went dry.

Greta opened the lock with a click. The cage came away. Felicia's sex dropped onto her belly, small, pink, sweaty, with a trace of redness where the plastic had pressed.

"How long since it was freed?"

"Three weeks, Schwester. Frau Hartmann opened it for one night only, and then locked it again."

"And the last orgasm?"

"That night, Schwester."

"With ejaculation?"

"Yes, Schwester. After two months of chastity."

"Two months." Greta looked at Winter. "I hope it was abundant."

"It was," said Winter, without lifting her eyes from the tablet. "Frau Hartmann sent us a report."

Felicia closed her eyes. She felt her face catch fire, and her legs stay still on the bed.

*

"Measurements," said Greta.

With a steel caliper and a tape she measured the sex at rest, then took it in her hand and began to move it, slowly, with her fingertips. After a few seconds Felicia was hard. The caliper slid along the shaft.

"Eleven and a half centimeters. Diameter three point two." Greta noted it down. "Half erect. For the full measurement more stimulation is needed."

The fingers sped up, then slowed, then took hold again. Felicia gripped the edges of the bed. Her breath came out in short bursts.

"Don't come," said Greta. "If you do, we have to repeat."

"Yes, Schwester."

"Twelve centimeters exactly. Slight curve to the left. Head red, well supplied with nerves." She took her hand away at once. The member snapped up against the belly, wet, throbbing. "Hold it."

Felicia bit her lip. The pleasure rose and stopped, trembling, a breath from the edge.

"Testicles."

Greta took them one at a time in her palm and weighed them. Then she pulled from a case a small chain of wooden beads of different sizes, each with a number. She compared the volume against each one, murmuring. "Twenty milliliters on the right. Eighteen on the left. Regular consistency, no asymmetry, no nodules."

"Perfect for the Completion," said Winter.

Felicia opened her eyes. That word was the same one Lena had said in front of the bathroom door. Go through the whole course.

"Frau Doktor," she said softly, "may this guest ask what it means..."

"Not now," Winter answered gently. "In a few months."

"Yes, Frau Doktor."

Greta let go of the testicles and picked up a bottle of clear gel.

*

"Gynecological position. Knees apart, heels in the stirrups."

Felicia raised her legs. The stirrups, covered in smooth leather, supported her calves, and her thighs opened almost to a right angle. Greta adjusted the bed with a pedal: the backrest lowered, the pelvis rose. The cold air brushed her rear entrance, exposed under the lamp.

"Guest, breathe."

A gel-soaked finger settled on the ring and pressed it, in a circle, with a slow and precise motion. Felicia felt the muscles give way. The finger went in, without effort, and stopped.

"Excellent muscle tone. No lesions. Elasticity above average." A second finger, then a third. "You have stretched often."

"Yes, Schwester."

"With what?"

"With the strap-on, Schwester. A steel one, cone-shaped."

"I thought so. The pattern is typical." Greta turned her fingers. "Progressive dilation, with a very wide base. Whoever uses it is experienced. Whoever receives it, in short, is practiced."

Greta went on, unfazed.

"How many men in the last twelve months?"

"Four, Schwester."

"Names?"

"Marcel and Henning. The other two..." Felicia hesitated. "This guest does not remember the names, Schwester."

"And with toys?"

"Almost every evening, Schwester. Once a week with the strap-on."

"Final question: have you ever had an orgasm from behind alone?"

"Twice, Schwester. With the plug."

"Interesting." Greta noted it. "This recording will serve the Frau as well."

From the fingers she moved to a duckbill instrument, transparent, which she inserted gently and opened with a screw until a blade of light lit the inside. Felicia felt the cold metal warm and widen, and her sex, in spite of everything, throbbed against her belly.

"Healthy mucosa, regular color," Greta said to Winter. "No irritation. We can move on to the dilators."

She withdrew the instrument and took from the cart a series of smooth black silicone cylinders of increasing diameter. She lined them up on the cloth. "Let's begin."

The first was easy. The second too. The third made Felicia hold her breath, and the fourth forced her to clench her teeth. Greta worked steadily, pushing and withdrawing with each pass, and every time she noted the number and the time of acceptance.

"Five point two. Does it stop here?"

"I... I don't know, Schwester."

"Let's try the next."

The next cylinder pressed for a long time. Felicia's body, already stretched, opened little by little. A moan escaped her without permission. The sex beat against her belly, a clear drop on the tip.

"There," said Greta, in a low voice. "Five point eight. Accepted, though with effort." She held it still for a few seconds, then pulled it out suddenly, and there was a wet sound. "Enough for today. At the next check we'll try six."

With two fingers left inside, Greta searched for one precise spot, a small curve, and pressed it with a circular motion. Felicia arched her back. A jolt ran through her from below the belly up to the nape, and from the tip of her sex a long thread of clear liquid ran down and wet her abdomen.

"There it is, the prostatic response," Greta remarked. "Abundant. Have you ever had problems with retention?"

"No, Schwester."

"Don't come."

"No, Schwester... This guest will not come."

"Good."

The finger turned again. Two seconds, three. Felicia bit a lip until she tasted blood. Then Greta took her hand away, and the emptiness went through her like a cold wave.

"Breathe."

A minute passed before her breathing steadied.

*

In the end Greta cleaned her with a warm wipe, with quick, impersonal movements. Winter took up the thread.

"The inspection is complete. Summary: weight within the norm, suitable skeletal structure, good prospects for feminization, high breast sensitivity, healthy genitals, dilation already advanced. We will proceed according to schedule." She raised her eyes. "One change only: from today the cage will be steel. Tighter, with a combination lock. No one will be able to take it off, except us."

"Yes, Frau Doktor."

Greta opened a drawer and pulled out a small metal structure, shiny, shaped like a short tube with a locking ring. She slipped it over Felicia's sex, by now half soft, and closed it with a sharp click. The steel was colder than the plastic, heavier, and left much less room.

"Now the uniform."

From the shelf she took a light gray dress with a white collar, a white apron, a pair of white stockings, low black shoes and a cap. Felicia put it on in silence. The fabric was rough. On the chest was a name tag sewn by hand: Guest 7.

"New wig," said Greta. She set on her head a wig of light brown hair, cut short and straight. "The old one stays in storage."

Winter straightened her collar with her fingers. "Felicia, one last thing."

"Yes, Frau Doktor?"

"You did well. Much better than I expected." A faint smile. "Tomorrow the lessons begin."

The door opened. The corridor was empty and quiet, lit by the pale light of morning. As she followed Greta, the uniform rubbing against her sensitive skin and the steel pressing between her thighs, Felicia felt a strange thought make its way, in the middle of all that shame.

Tonight Lena will be on the sofa, watching it all.

She did not know whether she was terrified or happy.
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Marlene 


Dinner was served at six thirty in the refectory, a long room with a beamed ceiling and a dark wooden table set for eight. When Greta opened the door, seven women in gray uniforms were already standing behind their chairs, hands clasped and eyes lowered.

"Guest 7," said Greta. "Your place is the last one on the left. You sit when the director gives permission."

Felicia crossed the room with her legs still sore from the morning. On either side she saw white caps, wigs of every shade, some faces made up to perfection and others tired, drained, unwilling to look at her. She stopped behind the chair and waited.

Helena Winter came in, sat down at the head of the table and made a sign. All of them took their places with a single rustle.

Dinner was a Kartoffelsuppe with Würstchen, dark bread with butter and an herbal tea. They ate in silence. Only the director spoke, in a low voice, with Greta on her right. Now and then Felicia raised her eyes to get her bearings, and that was how she noticed her: across the table, two places down, a tall, thin woman with a braid of brown hair that fell to the middle of her back.

It was not a wig. Felicia could tell from the roots, which grew in just a little darker, and from the slightly frayed ends, which no hairdresser would have left. It was real hair, long, tended with patience. On the name tag of the uniform, on the left, she read Guest 3.

The woman raised her eyes at the same moment. She had a long face with gentle features, a mole on the cheek and a hint of makeup. She smiled, with a movement so slight that no one else noticed.

*

At nine, after the bath hour, Greta locked Felicia's door and wished her good night with a curt "Tomorrow at six." The footsteps faded away. The house went quiet, and for an hour Felicia sat on the bed, in the cotton nightgown, listening to distant creaks.

At eleven the key turned again.

The door opened just enough to let a figure through. Then it closed again with a soft thud, and in the half-light Felicia recognized the braid.

"Don't make noise," the woman whispered. "There's nobody around, but the walls have ears all the same."

"You're..."

"Marlene. Guest 3." A pause. "I used to be Martin, but nobody says it anymore, not even me." The smile came back, small. "May I sit?"

Felicia nodded. Marlene settled on the edge of the bed, with a slow, measured grace, and set a bundle of cloth on the blanket. Inside were a little bottle of water and two cookies.

"For you. The first night you're always hungry at this hour."

"Thank you."

"You're welcome. I have permission to check on the new ones in the evening. I do the rounds at eleven and at three. Greta leaves me the key." Marlene looked around. "There are no cameras in the rooms. Only in the infirmary and the salon. Here you can say 'I.'"

Felicia repeated the word, softly, almost amazed. "I."

"How does it sound?"

"Strange. Like a shoe I haven't worn in a week."

"In two days you won't even notice." Marlene reached out a hand, lifted a corner of the blanket and stayed looking at the steel cage that peeked out just below Felicia's nightgown. "They changed yours too."

"This morning."

"Mine, the first day. You learn to get used to it." With the tips of her fingers she brushed the metal, without pressing. "After a while it feels like something that has always belonged to you."

They stayed quiet a moment. From the woods came the cry of a night bird.

*

"Your hair," Felicia said at last. "It's real."

Marlene brought the braid over her shoulder and let it slide through her fingers. "Two years of growing. It took me a whole year just to reach my shoulders."

"Did your Frau let you grow it?"

"Never. As soon as it passed my ears she had it cut. It was her thing, a kind of ritual. She gave me the wig when she wanted me pretty, and took it away when she wanted to humiliate me. She'd leave me walking around with my head almost shaved and lipstick on, to remind me that even my hair was hers." Marlene sighed. "Every time I had something of my own, a gesture or a hair, she took it from me."

"Can you let it grow here?"

"Yes. But you have to ask for authorization. And earn it."

"Earn it how?"

"It depends on the doctor. She decides everything. Every guest has her test." Marlene laced her fingers in her lap. "For me it was a long test. For you, I don't know. But I'll tell you something everyone knows: the doctor likes to be licked well."

Felicia blinked. "Licked."

"Deep. Long. Whenever she wants, wherever she wants. She might test you like that, one evening, after dinner, in her study. You on your knees, her in the armchair, and a clock on the mantel."

"It seems..." Felicia searched for the word. "It doesn't sound hard. It's not the worst thing that has happened to me."

Marlene burst out laughing. A short, choked laugh, and she put a hand to her mouth to smother it. Her eyes were shining.

"What is it?"

"Nothing. You said something a new girl would say." She wiped a corner of her eye. "You don't know her. You don't really know her."

"What should I know?"

"That the doctor isn't only the doctor. Besides her husband, who comes to see her every weekend, she has herself mounted by the men of the villa. The ones who come for the guests, the physicians, the instructors. Even the gardener, who is seventy and is worth twenty." Marlene lowered her voice. "She has an appetite nobody can keep up with. And she never washes before she receives you. Never. She is always full, at all hours, of what the others leave inside her."

Felicia sat motionless.

"And she has a strong smell," Marlene went on. "Very strong. Of man, of sweat, of her. You walk into the study and it hits you like a hand. If that sounds like little to you, it takes all the stomach in the world to stay there with your face buried and your tongue working."

"And if you can't do it?"

"Many can't. One ran to the bathroom halfway through. Another threw up on the rug. That one didn't get her hair to grow, or a lot of other things."

The silence lasted a few seconds. Then Felicia said, in a low voice: "I want to try anyway."

Marlene looked at her with a new light.

"You're really interested?"

"Yes. I don't know why. When you described her..." Felicia hesitated. She could feel her sex moving in the steel, a slow, stubborn pressure. "It made me feel something."

"I know what it is," said Marlene, with a crooked smile. "It happens to all the good ones."

*

Neither of them spoke for a while. The moon came in through a gap in the curtains and drew a white line on the floor. Marlene undid her braid with slow movements and the hair spread over her shoulders, long, soft, shaded with coppery glints. Felicia looked at it the way one looks at a museum piece.

"May I?"

"Touch."

Felicia raised a hand and her fingers sank into that warm mass. It was silk and fine strands, with a light scent of chamomile. It slipped through her fingers, over the neck, over the nape.

"They're so beautiful."

"Yours will be too."

"I don't know if they'll let me keep them."

"If you behave, yes." Marlene took her hand and held it between hers. "Have you been alone for long?"

"For years."

"Me too."

It was a simple sentence, but Felicia felt her chest tighten. For the first time in a long while someone was holding her hand without it being an order. Marlene leaned in and brushed her forehead with her lips, then her cheeks, then her lips. It was a short, soft kiss that tasted of chamomile.

"I'm not allowed to touch you," she whispered. "We're both locked. But I can do something else."

"What?"

"Turn around."

*

Felicia got on all fours on the bed, the nightgown gathered up on her back. Marlene took a jar from the pocket of her uniform, a plain white ointment, and spread a little on her fingers.

"They told me you're wide."

"Five point eight, this morning. They measured me."

"Good girl. I'm at seven." Marlene brushed the ring with two fingers, pressed it in a circle, and Felicia moved. "Gently. We start gently."

One finger, then two. Felicia's body opened with an ease that surprised her, and Marlene turned her fingers, curled them, pressed with precision on the right spot. A moan escaped her, out of control.

"Quiet," Marlene murmured, laughing softly. "Remember we're on the rounds."

"Sorry."

"Don't apologize. It's nice to hear you."

Three fingers. Felicia's sex beat against the steel as the pleasure rose from deep inside at a slow, warm rhythm. Marlene did not stop. With her other hand she stroked her back, her side, her nape. Now and then she bent down and kissed a shoulder.

"Say something," she said.

"What?"

"Anything. Tell me how you feel."

"Full. And... protected. I can't explain it."

"That's why I do it."

When she had asked permission with a look and received a nod, Marlene took her fingers away. She sat on the bed and slipped the uniform off her shoulders. Her body, naked in the moonlight, was thin and smooth, without a single hair, the breasts full and high, with two fine scars beneath them, the belly hollow. Between the thighs, a small steel shell identical to Felicia's, polished by years of use. Felicia saw nothing else: Marlene kept her knees together.

She got onto the bed, level with her, on all fours, back turned.

"Now show me if you've learned."

"Me?"

"You. It's been two years since anyone touched me with tenderness. I want to feel a hand that knows how, and I want all of it."

Felicia held her breath a moment. Then she took the jar and spread some on her fingers. Marlene's body was already ready, open, soft as warm wax, and the first two fingers went in without resistance. Then three. Then four, close together, with the thumb folded against the palm.

"More," said Marlene, into the pillow.

"I wouldn't want to hurt you."

"You can't. Go."

Felicia pushed. The hand drew near, found the widest limit, the point of the knuckles, and stopped there. Marlene breathed deeply, her shoulders trembling. Then she lifted her hips and offered herself.

"All of it," she whispered. "Inside. Please."

The hand slid forward. With a slow, continuous pressure Marlene's body took her up to the wrist, and Felicia felt a wet, living warmth close around her fingers, like a breath. Marlene let out a low moan, almost a sob of joy.

"Like that. Hold still a moment. Now move, slowly."

Felicia obeyed. She closed her fingers into a soft fist and began to turn, at a regular rhythm. Marlene clutched the pillow, her hair spread on the sheet, her back arching and falling with every movement. Her breathing became one continuous lament.

"Yes... yes, like that... Don't stop..."

Marlene's thighs began to tremble. The steel between her legs grew wet with a drop that ran down slowly, then another, and the imprisoned sex jerked against the cage without being able to swell. Marlene came in silence, her mouth pressed into the pillow, and the contractions spread through her body like waves, gripping Felicia's fist in a long, sweet vise that seemed never to end.

When the pleasure ebbed, Felicia drew her hand back with infinite slowness. Marlene let herself fall onto her side, bathed in sweat and tears. She was panting, and laughing softly, both at once.

"Good girl," she said. "Very good."

"Did I hurt you?"

"No. It was like learning to breathe again." Marlene held out an arm. "Come here."

Felicia lay down beside her. Marlene held her close, rested her head on her chest, and from the loose hair rose a scent of chamomile and warm skin. They stayed like that, without speaking, while the moon slid slowly across the floor.

After a time she could not measure, Felicia whispered: "Marlene."

"Mm."

"The Completion. What is it?"

The body next to hers stiffened slightly.

"Who talked to you about it?"

"The doctor, this morning. And my Frau, before she left. She said I could go back to... to licking her, like before, but only if I complete the whole course."

Marlene did not answer right away. In the dark, with her cheek on her chest, Felicia heard her breathe for a long time.

"It's not for me to tell you," she said at last. "Not tonight."

"Why?"

"Because tonight you're still whole. Let me have you like this a little longer."

Felicia did not understand. But Marlene's voice had a sweetness so sad that she did not dare ask more. She lay still, one hand in her hair, watching the line of moonlight climb the wall.

At three Marlene got up for her rounds. She dressed in silence, redid her braid, tucked the blanket up to her chin.

"Tomorrow at breakfast don't look at me," she whispered. "Actually, look at me. But as if it were nothing."

"All right."

"Good night, Felicia."

"Good night."

The door closed, the key turned. Felicia lay awake a long while, her wrist tingling and Marlene's voice in her head.

Tonight you're still whole.

She could not say why, but that sentence frightened her more than everything else.
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The Course 


The first week at Villa Linde slipped by with the regularity of a metronome. The bell at six, the salon at ten past, breakfast at seven with the Haferbrei and barley coffee, then the lessons, one after another, until dinner and the key turning twice in the lock. Felicia quickly learned to count the hours on the dial, to recognize Greta's step in the corridor and not to say "I," at least not out loud.

The lessons were held in the big salon on the ground floor, a room with polished parquet, three mirrors as tall as the wall and a brass barre like the one in a dance school. Greta led them all, in her white coat and with a bamboo wand under her arm that she never used, but that was enough to straighten backs.

"Posture," she announced on Monday morning. "Eight in a row. A book on the head."

The guests lined up in front of the mirrors. On Felicia's sides were Annika, a thin girl of twenty-five with ash-blond hair, and Birgit, fifty-two, with thin-rimmed glasses and the patience of a gym teacher. Marlene was two places down, her braid pinned up under her cap. They had not spoken again, except for the customary greetings. At breakfast, that first day, Marlene had looked at her the way one looks at a window.

"If the book falls, the step is wrong," said Greta. "If the book doesn't fall, the step is right. From that door to the window, at a regular pace. Go."

Felicia took the first step. The volume, an old botany manual, wobbled on the back of her head and slid onto the parquet with a thud.

"One demerit point. Start again."

She started again. It fell again. By the third time she understood that the trick was in the back and not the neck, in the loose pelvis and the barely bent knees, in the way of setting down the heel with a little turn inward. After half an hour her ankles hurt. Greta walked between the rows and corrected with the tip of the wand: an elbow, a shoulder, a chin.

"Longer steps for Guest 7. Softer wrist. More feminine hand."

"Yes, Schwester."

"More feminine, I said. Not a door handle, a leaf."

After posture came voice. It was the hardest lesson. Greta held a tuning fork and a small blackboard with an octave drawn in chalk. Each guest had to read a three-line passage in the set register, one tone above her usual, without pushing, without choking.

"Good day, Frau Doktor. This guest is at your disposal."

"Guest 7, again."

"Good day, Frau Doktor. This guest is at your disposal."

"One tone higher. Lighter. As if you were speaking from a balcony."

Felicia's voice, which for four years had recited its "Yes, Frau" in a low, subdued register, grew thin and a little shrill. It was a strange sensation, like walking in someone else's shoes. Greta listened with half-closed eyes and barely nodded.

"Better. Fifty more times."

*

The afternoon was devoted to makeup, in front of the salon mirrors, with a basket of brushes and a box of colors for each. Greta passed behind every guest and checked the blending with the lens, the corners of the eyes, the outline of the lips. Annika learned faster than the others. Birgit drew her eyebrows with a draftswoman's precision.

"Wipe it off and redo it," said Greta to Felicia, running a pad across her face. "The style is a lady's, not a little girl's. Less blue on the lids, more bare on the lips."

Felicia's fingers trembled on the brush. Behind her, reflected in the mirror, she saw Marlene putting the final touches on her own face, with the ease of someone who has done it for years. For an instant Marlene's eyes met hers, in the glass. There was no smile. But Felicia felt a small jolt of warmth, as if a hand had brushed her back.

*

At four obedience began.

It was the part Felicia feared most, because it was not learned with the body alone. Greta had them kneel in a row on the parquet, hands open on their thighs, eyes lowered.

"Waiting position," she called. "Knees apart as wide as the shoulders. Back straight. Chin down, but not on the chest. Palms up. These are the hands of a woman ready to receive an order."

After a minute, Greta moved on to the others.

"Offering position. Forehead to the floor. Rear high. Hands behind, wrists crossed."

The eight guests bent with a single rustle. Felicia felt the cold floor on her forehead and the steel of the cage pressing against her perineum.

"Service position. On the knees, upright, mouth at the height of the lap. Cleaning position. On all fours, tongue ready."

They went from one to the next a dozen times. Every mistake was a demerit point. Annika took two, Birgit one, Felicia three in less than an hour. By the end of the lesson she had five in all, and Greta, running through the folder, informed her that at six the extra session would kick in.

"Tomorrow?"

"Only if tomorrow you take one more point. Try not to take it."

*

On Friday evening, after dinner, all the guests were summoned to the salon. The curtains were drawn, the lights low. In the middle of the room, on a burgundy Persian rug, Greta had brought a dark velvet armchair. On the armrest sat a metronome and a small silver bell.

"Group exercise," she announced. "Roles assigned. Each in her own place, no one improvises. Whoever makes a mistake starts over."

Greta took off her coat and hung it on the rack. Underneath she wore a dark knee-length skirt and a white blouse. She sat in the armchair, crossed her legs and said: "Guest 1."

"Yes, Schwester," said Annika.

"Footstool."

Annika got on all fours in front of the armchair and offered her back, nice and flat. Greta set her feet on it, without looking at her.

"Guest 2."

"Yes, Schwester."

"Tray."

Birgit took a small silver tray with a glass of water and knelt to the side, arms outstretched. The water did not tremble.

"Guest 4, fan. Guest 5, candle. Guest 6, sponge." Every name produced an orderly movement: one picked up a feather fan, one a candle, one a basin of lukewarm water and a sponge cloth. It was like watching an ancient ceremony, more than a punishment.

"Guest 3."

"Yes, Schwester."

"Guide."

Marlene stepped forward. She knelt behind the center of the scene, palms on her thighs. She looked at no one.

"Guest 7."

Felicia felt a blow to the stomach. "Yes, Schwester."

"Mouth."

A single word, which crossed the room and left her breathless.

"The director will test you within the week," said Greta, in the tone of someone announcing a train schedule. "Better that you arrive prepared. Get in front of the armchair, on your knees. Bow down to the floor. Then wait."

Felicia obeyed. She went around the rug, knelt and brought her forehead to the floor, hands open. The silence was total. Behind her she heard the shifting of fabric, and the movement of a body getting into position.

"Guest 3, prepare."

Marlene's hands settled on her hips. Felicia felt an oiled, warm finger rest against her rear entrance and press it gently, unhurried. It went in. Then another. Her body opened almost without resistance.

"The preparation keeps the guest focused," Greta explained to the others. "A mouth that works well has behind it a guide that accompanies it. The pleasure, not too much, but constant, keeps the guest from losing attention."

"May I begin?" Felicia asked, softly.

"Raise your face."

Felicia lifted her head. In front of her was Greta, her skirt already raised over her thighs, her legs open just enough. Under the black fabric she wore nothing. The skin was smooth, pale, well kept. The smell was of soap and warm cotton.

"Metronome," she said.

Annika, at the foot of the armchair, reached out a hand and set the little mechanism going. The ticking started, regular, sixty beats a minute.

"One lick per beat. Slow. Wide. From the bottom up. If you lose the rhythm, we start over."

"Yes, Schwester."

Felicia bent down. Her tongue found the warm skin and began to climb in one long, flat caress. A tick. Another. Greta did not move. She kept her eyes fixed ahead and her face serene, hands on the armrests.

Behind her, Marlene increased the pressure. A third finger, then a fourth. Felicia felt her own breathing change, the shadow of a moan rise in her throat, and had to slow by a beat so as not to make a mistake.

"Control," said Greta, without turning. "Control, Guest 7."

"Yes, Schwester."

"Deeper. With the tip, now. Small circles."

The metronome marked the seconds. The feather fan stirred the air on Greta's neck. Birgit held the tray with a steady hand, and now and then Greta reached out, took the glass, drank a sip and handed it back without a word. The order was perfect. Each one knew where to be, what to do, when to breathe.

Ten minutes passed, maybe twenty. Felicia's jaw ached and her lips were wet. The pleasure behind her climbed in slow waves, held back by the steel and by Greta's voice marking the time. She could feel Marlene choosing the rhythm and, with her fingers, pressing where needed to keep her alert.

"Faster than one beat in two," said Greta. "Now."

The metronome sped up. Felicia followed, her tongue working at a quicker pace, with slightly more pressure. Greta tightened her fingers on the armrests. For the first time her eyelids lowered.

"Like that. Change nothing."

Greta's breathing grew shorter. Her thighs closed a little, then opened again. A low, controlled moan slipped from her mouth. Annika lowered her gaze. Marlene pushed her fingers deeper, and Felicia, overwhelmed by two pleasures she could not tell apart, moaned against Greta's skin without ceasing to lick.

"Guest 7," said Greta, in a husky voice. "Don't stop."

A tremor ran through Greta's legs. Her fingers clenched, her heels pressed into Annika's back, and for an instant her composure broke in a long, vibrating sigh. Then she fell back against the chair, eyes closed, mouth slightly open.

The metronome was still ticking. No one dared stop it.

After a few seconds Greta opened her eyes. Her face was the same as ever, composed and severe, only a little flushed at the cheekbones. She signaled to Annika. The mechanism fell silent.

"Guest 7," she said. "Cleaning."

Felicia obeyed. With her tongue she carefully cleaned every drop, every fold, while Marlene slipped her fingers out and left her empty, panting, her body trembling. When she had finished, she returned to the waiting position, forehead on the floor.

"Acceptable performance," said Greta, calmly. She straightened herself, lowered her skirt and took up her coat. "Three errors of rhythm, one of concentration. But good endurance and good cleaning. The director will be satisfied."

"Thank you, Schwester."

"Today was easy. Remember that the director will not be so gentle."

"Yes, Schwester."

"Guests, dismissed. Each to her own room. Guest 7."

Felicia rose onto her knees. "Yes, Schwester?"

"One demerit less for today. It can be earned this way too."

*

The corridor was dark and cold. Felicia walked behind Annika and Birgit, her legs still weak, the taste in her mouth, her body empty and aching. In the shadows, near the last door, she thought she saw a tall, thin shape, motionless, arms crossed.

Helena Winter, standing under an unlit lamp, watched her pass. She did not say a word. She only made a small nod of the head.

When the key turned twice in the lock, Felicia let herself fall onto the bed. Her heart was pounding.

Within the week.

Greta had said it so calmly. As if it were already decided. As if there were nothing to fear.
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The Final Epilation 


The director's test came on Wednesday, as Greta had promised. After dinner Felicia was taken to the study, and the door closed behind her with a soft click.

Helena Winter was sitting in the leather armchair, beside the desk, her coat unbuttoned and her skirt already raised over her hips. She wore no underwear. One knee rested on the armrest and the digital tablet lay in her lap, as if everything else were a detail.

"Kneel here, Guest 7. Hands behind your back. Introduce yourself."

"Good evening, Frau Doktor. This guest is at your disposal."

"Good. Begin."

Felicia moved closer, and the smell hit her before she could even see. It was a strong smell, full, animal: the sweat of a whole day, warm skin, and underneath, that other note, bitter and sweetish, that needed no explanation. The doctor's pubis was a dark mass, bushy and curly, that no razor had ever touched, and the fluids had made it glossy and sticky down to the thighs. Felicia had a moment of vertigo, as in front of a window that is too high.

"Breathe through your nose," said Winter, without raising her eyes from the tablet. "It helps you get used to it. If you faint, you start over."

"Yes, Frau Doktor."

She sank her face in. The hair covered her nose, her cheeks, her eyelids; it was rough and damp, and the taste stayed in her mouth with every breath. She began with a flat, long tongue, from the bottom up, and at once she felt that it was not only the doctor. There was something else inside, warm and abundant, and with every movement it ran onto her tongue in a slow, salty flow. Someone had been there before her, and not just one. Felicia swallowed, and swallowed again.

"The men of the villa are generous on Wednesdays," Winter remarked, calm. "Clean well. Between the folds too. Inside too."

Felicia obeyed. With her fingers she opened the swollen lips and pushed her tongue in as deep as she could, gathering everything, cleaning everything, while the room turned slowly around her. The smell went into her head like a liqueur. Her knees were shaking. She liked it, and she understood it with a sense of bewilderment: she liked it precisely because it made her feel sick.

"Slower on the upper point. Yes. Like that."

Winter did not moan, did not move. Now and then her hands changed position on the tablet, and her breathing grew slightly heavier. Ten minutes passed, twenty, thirty. Felicia's jaw was full of pain, her lips swollen and her chin soaked. When at last the doctor pressed a hand on her nape, and her thighs tightened with a long, dry tremor around her cheeks, the taste that reached her mouth was the last one, the fullest.

Winter held her there a few seconds more, then let her go. She straightened her coat, reopened the tablet and wrote something.

"Acceptable," she said. "Improvable."

"Thank you, Frau Doktor."

"In a month we'll talk about the hair."

That was all. Walking back to her room with Greta behind her, her face still sticky and her legs weak, Felicia had noticed that she walked straighter, and for the first time since she arrived she had thought of something that belonged to her: a long braid, on the shoulder, that no one could cut.

The following Monday the epilation began.

*

The infirmary, at eight in the morning, had a harder air than on the days of admission. The black leather bed had been replaced by a lower, padded one, and beside the cart stood a white apparatus with an articulated arm, a heavy cable and a pistol-shaped handpiece. Greta wore dark plastic goggles and handed a pair to Felicia, along with a small towel.

"Undress, lie on the bed, face up. The goggles do not come off for any reason."

"Yes, Schwester."

"The program calls for a cycle of sessions every three weeks, eight or ten in all, plus touch-ups with the needle for light or stubborn hairs. This week we do the first round over the whole body. Today the legs, the belly, the chest and the arms. Tomorrow the face, with the needle. Wednesday the groin. Thursday the rest."

"The rest?"

"The rest," Greta repeated, with a faint smile that was not to be trusted.

She spread an icy gel on a thigh, and right after, Felicia felt the first shot on her skin. It was as if someone snapped a taut rubber band against her, small and hot, that came back with every beat. She clenched her fists.

"Count," said Greta.

"One, Schwester. Two. Three."

"Louder."

"Four. Five. Six."

The handpiece advanced in small steps along the leg. With every pulse, a light smell of burning rose from the skin. The thighs were the worst part, because of the tender flesh on the inside, and Felicia had to bite her tongue to keep from saying it hurt. When she got to two hundred forty Greta stopped to change the gel, and Felicia opened her eyes behind the dark plastic and stared at the ceiling.

"Is it better?"

"This guest... endures, Schwester."

"I didn't ask if you endure. I asked if it's better."

"A little, Schwester."

"Good. The body gets used to it sooner than you think."

The belly was less painful, the chest more sensitive. On the nipples Greta used a lower pulse, and Felicia discovered that even the discomfort, if repeated enough, could become something else. When she stopped, the skin was pink and taut, covered with a dew of red dots.

"See? The treated ones will fall out by themselves in the next two weeks. Fewer will grow back, lighter and finer with each session. At the end of the cycle the skin will stay smooth, with no need for a razor."

"Yes, Schwester."

*

Tuesday was the needle. Greta had brought a lamp with a lens, a small humming device and a very thin steel wire. She sat Felicia in the armchair, with her head tilted back on a rest, and covered her eyes with gauze.

"One hair at a time. It enters the follicle, discharges and withdraws. You'll see it only from the result."

The first discharge was like a bee sting. The second, the same. By the tenth Felicia had tears running from the sides of her eyes into her ears. Greta worked in silence, halfway between surgeon and embroiderer, and now and then she dried the sweat from her upper lip with a swab.

"Breathe," she said. "Breathe calmly."

Two hours on the chin, two on the cheeks, another hour under the nose. In the end her whole face hurt, and she felt it swollen, burning, as after a day of wind. Greta applied an aloe gel and passed a cold cloth over her face.

"If your Frau could see you now."

"Do I look ugly, Schwester?"

"You look like a woman who has worked. In two months you won't have even a shadow of beard. You'll get used to touching your chin and finding it smooth. It's a sensation that changes people, you know?"

Felicia closed her eyes under the gauze. She was afraid, she admitted it to herself, but there was also a subtle, shameful pleasure. Every hair that disappeared was a piece of Felix that would never come back.

*

On Wednesday, for the groin, Greta locked the door and adjusted the camera over the bed so that the little red light took in everything.

"The Frau asked for the main sequences," she explained. "This is one."

Felicia had already understood, but she let herself be guided. First came the pubis, with the steel cage removed and set aside, the sex lifted with two fingers and held to one side. Then the testicles, pulled and taut, the handpiece approaching with caution and firing only when Greta saw the skin was still. Felicia's leg jerked. Her sex, which after the inspection had stayed asleep for days, swelled all at once, stubborn.

"This is not the moment," said Greta without raising her eyes. "Breathe and calm it."

"This guest is trying, Schwester."

"Try better."

It took an hour. Then she had Felicia turn her legs, pulled her knees up against her chest, and the back part came. Felicia felt exposed as never in her life. The gel, cold, ran down the cleft. With a spatula Greta opened her buttocks, checked the skin with the lens, and the first shot fell right on the ring.

"Don't move."

"Yes, Schwester."

"The hair there is fine and deep. Many passes are needed. Here, when we've finished, you will have nothing between you and whoever comes to visit."

The word whoever stayed inside her, like a stone. Felicia took a long breath and gripped the rail of the bed.

*

When the session ended, her whole body burned, from ankles to neck. She lay on her back, naked, red and shiny with gel, and her legs were shaking. Greta took off her goggles, set them on the cart and took off her soiled gloves too. She took a fresh pair from a box.

"You cried today."

"A little, Schwester."

"Pain and effort get paid for. It's a rule of the house, and of the doctor too. After suffering, a reward. But first I'll explain something, so that you understand it well and don't forget it."

She sat on the stool beside the bed, hands on her knees, as in a lesson.

"The prostatic orgasm is not the one you know. It doesn't come from the tip, but from inside, from the gland, and for that reason it doesn't depend on an erection. You can have it with the sex soft, or locked in a cage. It lasts longer, it comes in waves, and it can be repeated. Many men don't even know it. Sissies do, or they should."

"Yes, Schwester."

"You grazed it twice, by chance. That's not enough. You must learn to reach it regularly, every time it is asked of you. Do you know why?"

"No, Schwester."

"Because men feel powerful when they take a sissy from behind and bring her to orgasm. It's not enough for them to penetrate her. They want to feel her tremble, drip, give way beneath them, and to think they were the ones who achieved it. That is what makes them come back, and what makes them generous. A sissy who comes only for herself is of no use to anyone. One who comes on command, and surrenders when she does, is worth much more than you think."

Felicia listened in silence. She felt her face on fire under the gel, and inside, lower down, a curiosity she could not put out.

"Today you will learn it with me," Greta concluded. "Then it will be your turn alone, and with the others."

She stood, turned her onto her side and raised her knees. On the skin behind she spread a different gel, warm, transparent.

"Your wife's plug has been in my drawer for over two weeks," she said. "It won't be needed today. My fingers do it better."

The finger went in, very slowly. Then a second. Felicia gave herself over to the sensation without thinking. After the pain of the needle, that full, warm pressure seemed like something else, almost a consolation.

"Breathe with me. In for four. Hold for two. Out for six."

"Yes, Schwester."

"In. One, two, three, four."

Felicia obeyed. She felt Greta's fingers rise, find the spot, settle on the small curve.

"Hold."

A slow pressure, like a hand on a door that is opening. In her belly something lit up.

"Out. One, two, three, four, five, six."

The exhalation carried the sensation with it, like a current flowing out. The finger did not move. It only pressed, withdrew a little, pressed again.

"Again. In."

It was something Felicia knew only vaguely. Twice in all, there had been something similar: a brief stab, a jolt of a few seconds, a pleasure she had grasped by chance and lost at once, like an object dropped in water. With Lena's plug it had happened by distraction, by a lucky angle, and she had never found it again. Not this time. This time Greta held her there, on the spot, and guided her as if by the hand.

"Out. Slower. Don't push, let it go."

The pleasure widened. Not like the other kind, the one that swelled toward the tip and snapped, but broader and deeper, that started below the navel and climbed in waves. Her thighs began to shake on their own. The cage was not there, but her sex stayed soft and heavy, resting against her thigh, and from the tip came a clear thread that did not stop.

"Schwester..."

"Don't talk. In."

Felicia breathed in. Greta's fingers moved, barely, by a millimeter. A jolt crossed her lower back and took her breath.

"Hold. Two seconds. Now out."

The wave grew, withdrew, came back higher. Each exhalation carried her a little further up. Felicia had lost count of the breaths, there were no more hairs, needle, clinic, Lena, nothing. There was only one round, warm thing that opened below and filled her up to the throat.

"I... I'm..."

"One word, Guest 7."

"This guest... forgive me... this guest is..."

"I know. Don't hold back. Let go, now."

Her body contracted all at once. A low moan came from her chest, long, almost a cry. From the sex, without its having grown hard, the seed began to run, slowly, in long strands, with every contraction of her belly. She came in regular, wide pulsations, like a deep breath. Felicia felt the muscles around Greta's fingers squeeze, release, squeeze, and every squeeze was a new wave.

Greta did not take her hand away. She waited for the contractions to ebb, then pressed lightly and the wave rose again. Felicia cried out. A stifled cry, into the leather pillow.

"Another," said Greta. "The body can do more. Breathe."

There was a second, longer. Then a third, almost sweet, that arrived when Felicia thought she was done and left her with tears on her face. Her belly was wet, her thigh soiled, the sheets damp. Greta withdrew her fingers with extreme slowness, and the emptiness she left behind was a slight loss.

For a minute neither of them spoke. Then Greta wiped her belly with a warm cloth, with a care she had never used before.

"How do you feel?"

"I don't know, Schwester." Felicia's voice was a thread. "As if... I had nothing left to do."

"This is called surrender. For most guests it takes months. You took eighteen days."

"Does it... always happen like this?"

"You learn it, like everything else. Now your body knows the way. It can retrace it, whenever and as many times as whoever is in command decides." Greta took off her gloves and tossed them. "Keep in mind the difference between what you felt today and what you called pleasure at home. It will serve you, later on."

Felicia stayed looking at the ceiling. She felt a small residual wave still running through her belly, at intervals, like the echo of a bell tower. She thought of Lena. Of Lena on the sofa, in the evening, glass in hand and the footage on the screen. She wondered what face she would make.

"Will the Frau see all this, Schwester?"

"The video will be uploaded Friday." Greta looked her in the eyes for the first time, and for an instant there was a different light in her own, a reflection of something that resembled pity. "Don't worry about what she'll think. Look, rather, to be still capable of not feeling ashamed when you see her."

*

In the evening, in the locked room, Felicia looked at herself in the small mirror above the sink. The skin of her face was red and swollen, but beneath the redness there was already something different: smoother, cleaner, lighter. She ran the back of her fingers over her chin. There was nothing to feel.

She slipped off her nightgown. The body the glass sent back was not the one of a month before. Legs without a hair, a smooth chest, a white, glossy belly. Only the steel cage, which Greta had put back at the end, broke the surface. She thought of what Greta had told her: your body knows the way.

She felt between her legs an echo, a small trail of shadow. She did not touch herself. She could not, and she did not want to.

When she turned off the light, the bed felt softer than usual, and for the first time in weeks she fell asleep before hearing the key in the lock.
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The Phone Call 


After two weeks, Lena had to admit something she would never have said out loud: the house no longer worked.

It wasn't a catastrophe. It was a slow disorder of small lapses that added up. On Monday morning, barefoot in the kitchen, she went for the coffee and found the machine still dirty. In the bathroom the towels were piled on the hamper, in the entrance hall three pairs of shoes were out of place, and on the living room armchair a badly ironed silk blouse had been waiting for days to go back in the closet. The refrigerator held two yogurts, a dried-up lemon and a bottle of Sekt. The silver tray, which for years had come every morning to the nightstand with coffee, juice and a butter rose, sat at the back of a drawer, tarnished.

"Damn it," Lena muttered. She made herself some toast and burned it.

The solution was called Irina. She had come through an agency: forty-five, Russian, tall and broad-shouldered, hair tied in a scarf, with a face that looked carved from wood. She came two hours a day, from nine to eleven, and her hard-accented German gave every sentence the air of a verdict.

"Frau Hartmann," she said that Monday, stopping in the bathroom doorway, bucket in hand. "This mirror has been dirty for a long time."

"That's why you have the cloth, Irina."

"The cloth I use. But the mirror had a care that I do not see here. Who looked after it?"

Lena raised her eyes from her cup. "The previous staff."

"Then she did not do the job badly." Irina sprayed the cleaner with a wide gesture and ran the cloth over the glass. It left two shiny streaks, obvious in the morning light. "You see? Glass things. They are difficult."

"Those are streaks, Irina."

"They are the result of the glass."

Lena gave up. That woman had the pride of a general in retreat and answered every remark in kind, with a firmness Felicia would never have dreamed of. The day before she had put the silver tray in the dishwasher. The day before that, she had declared that ironing silk blouses was a seamstress's job, not a cleaner's. And every evening, as she left the apartment, she repeated calmly: "Tomorrow I work better." Without ever really getting better.

Everything was missing, truly. The background noise of someone who took care of things unasked. The scent of lemon and melted butter. And, though Lena would have denied it in front of a judge, the presence of a person kneeling and waiting for an order.

*

On Friday evening, the new videos appeared in the private folder.

Lena opened them on the laptop, with a glass of Riesling and her feet up on the sofa. She watched them in pieces, in the evening, the way other people watch a series. There was Felicia walking with a book on her head. There was Felicia repeating a sentence in front of a tuning fork, in a new little voice, slightly higher. There was Felicia kneeling in the great hall, with her forehead on the carpet and her wrists crossed behind her back.

"Look how she bows," Lena commented to herself. "Almost elegant."

At eight the doorbell rang. Lukas came in with a bag of warm Brezeln, his jacket wet with rain and the look of a man in the mood for an evening out. Lena went to meet him, kissed him, and pulled him by the sleeve toward the living room.

"Sit down. You have to see something."

"Another one? Last time you made me watch a video where your Felicia was learning to walk."

"This one is better."

Lukas sat down beside her, a Brezel in his hand and his eyes on the screen. It was a long clip, shot from above, from the infirmary camera. Felicia could be seen on the examination table, naked, red and shiny with gel, wearing dark glasses. Then Greta in her white coat, lifting her knees. Lukas stopped chewing.

"What is she doing to her?"

"Wait."

Greta's voice came through clear, steady, almost gentle. In for four. Hold. Out for six. Lena had leaned forward without noticing it. She could see Felicia's belly rise and fall, see the legs begin to tremble, the soft sex resting against the thigh, dripping a transparent line. And then the arching, the long moan, the crying, and those wide, regular contractions, one, two, three, coming out of her body like the waves of a breath.

"But that's... without touching it," Lukas said.

"Without touching it. Only from behind. Three times, look."

The clip went on. Felicia came again, and again, her face pressed into the leather cushion, her eyes closed behind the lenses. When the last wave passed, she lay still, spent with exhaustion and sweetness. Greta wiped her belly with a towel, and in Felicia's voice, asking whether the Frau would see, there was a peace Lena had never heard in her before.

For a while nobody spoke. Lukas set the Brezel down on the arm of the sofa.

"I've never seen it," he said. "A man who comes like that."

"Neither have I, to tell the truth." Lena kept looking at the frozen image, Felicia exhausted on the table. "It made a strange impression on me. She looks... happy."

"She looks like she liked it a lot."

"I'd never seen her like this." She cleared her throat and turned to Lukas with a mischievous smile. "Wouldn't you like to try it?"

"What?" Lukas stared at her, eyes wide, and then burst out laughing. "Are you crazy? Me?"

"Come on, it looks simple."

"Simple." He straightened up on the sofa, puffed out his chest, and Lena knew well the challenging look that came over his face. "All right, here's what we'll do. Tonight I'll put it in you from behind, and then you tell me whether it's so simple."

Lena laughed, head tipped back. She got up, closed the laptop and walked toward the bedroom deliberately slowly, swaying her hips under her skirt.

"Then come and show me."

*

Lukas kept his word. In the bedroom he undressed her calmly, stopping at every button, and once she was naked had her lie on her side, a pillow under her belly. He opened the drawer and found the gel, which Lena always kept in order.

"Mind you, I'm not Felicia," she said, laughing. "I already know how it's done."

"Then you'll like it even more."

His fingers were big and warm. Lukas prepared her patiently, sliding in slowly, and she felt her breathing slow down. She knew her body well, and he knew it well too. When the tip pressed against her and began to push, Lena held her breath.

"Breathe," Lukas said.

"I am breathing."

"In. One, two, three, four." He said it under his breath, imitating Greta's tone, with a seriousness so fake that Lena laughed and for a moment clenched.

"Stop it."

"Out. One, two..."

He went in all the way, slow and full. Lena moaned into the pillow, and Lukas, warm and heavy behind her, stopped. Then he began to move, in a regular rhythm that rose into her lower back. It was good. It was a pleasure she knew, wide and deep, nothing like the pleasure of the mouth or the hands. She gripped the sheets.

"Well?" he whispered, against her neck. "Is it simple?"

"It's not simple at all," she panted. "But you... keep going."

Lukas kept going. He held one hip with a hand, and with the other reached down to find her in front. Lena came with a long cry, and right after, a second wave took her almost on its own, when he stopped for an instant, breath trembling in his throat, and started again. When he finally gave way too, with a low groan and an embrace that crushed her ribs, they both lay breathless and sticky, the window tapping lightly in the rain.

Later, with Lukas asleep, one arm across her side, Lena lay awake in the dark. She was thinking about Felicia's face on the screen, spent and serene. It wasn't the face of a woman suffering in silence. It was a serenity she had never had with her.

She has learned to be well without me.

She brushed the thought away like a gnat.

*

The call was set for Sunday at six. Ten minutes, from a landline in the clinic's office, with a guest who spoke only after receiving permission. Lena had put her cell phone on the coffee table, a cup of bergamot tea beside it, and sat down on the sofa as if for a meeting.

The phone rang twice. Then a woman's voice said: "Villa Linde. Go ahead."

"This is Lena Hartmann."

"I'll put the guest on, Frau Hartmann. Ten minutes."

There was a rustle, a cough, a footstep. Then Felicia's voice, low and quiet.

"Good evening, Frau. This guest is glad to be able to hear you."

Lena stiffened. It was the formula, of course, the one Greta had made her repeat a hundred times. But it was the way she said it. The cracked voice of the first day was gone, and so was that short breath of someone afraid of making a mistake. There was a slow calm, a little rough, almost kind.

"Hello, Felicia. How are you?"

"This guest is well, Frau. Thank you."

"Are you eating?"

"Yes, Frau. Haferbrei in the morning and Kartoffelsuppe in the evening. On Thursday there is Schweinebraten."

"Are you sleeping?"

"Yes, Frau. Very well."

Lena waited. She expected a tremor, a question, maybe a request: when can I come home. The phone stayed silent. She shifted on the sofa.

"Have they started on the hair?"

"Yes, Frau. The face is smooth now. The body too. The cycle is not finished, but a lot is already visible."

"And the rest?"

"That too, Frau."

"Have you seen your body in the mirror?"

"Yes, Frau. This guest finds it... more beautiful."

Lena felt something tighten inside. More beautiful. She took a long sip of tea.

"Do you miss me?"

"This guest thinks of the Frau every evening, before falling asleep."

"I didn't ask if you think of me. I asked if you miss me."

A brief pause. She heard a rustle, perhaps a hand on the cord. "I... This guest misses the Frau, of course."

The I had been an accident, a crack in a smooth pane. Lena tightened her grip on the phone. From the background, near but not too near, came Greta's curt voice, a single sound: "Guest 7."

"Sorry, Schwester. This guest made a mistake."

"One point," Greta said from far away, without animosity.

Lena laughed, nervously. "Well, I see they keep a close eye on you."

"Yes, Frau."

"Listen, Felicia. I've been thinking about what I told you before I left. About the end of the course. Do you ever think about it?"

"About the Completion, Frau?"

"Yes. About when you won't have that thing anymore. No more little cages, no more keys, no more stupid thoughts." Lena settled back on the sofa, taking up her confident tone again. "You don't need them anyway. And they're not even pretty, all limp like that. Do you understand what I mean?"

"Yes, Frau."

"And doesn't it frighten you?"

The silence lasted almost two seconds. "If the Frau wishes it, Frau, this guest wishes it."

"I didn't ask what I wish."

"This guest wishes what the Frau wishes."

It was the right answer. It was perfect, in fact: a formula without a wrinkle. But Lena, who had known that voice for years, had the impression that something subtle passed between the words, like a small smile, or a door closed politely.

"All right," she said. "Say hello to... say hello to your Schwester for me."

"I will, Frau. Good evening."

"Good evening."

The line went dead. Lena put the phone down and sat staring at the tea, cold by now. In the kitchen, on the counter, there was still the ring of a glass left by Irina.

*

On Monday morning, in the office, with the door closed and the window looking out over the rooftops of Munich, Lena made the second call.

"Frau Hartmann, what a pleasure." Winter's voice was the usual one, calm and even, like a hand smoothing a sheet. "Have you seen the videos?"

"All of them. I admit, they struck me. The progress is remarkable."

"The program is going better than expected. Felicia is a diligent guest."

"So I heard yesterday." Lena paused. "Doctor, I would like to talk about the timing."

"Go ahead."

"I would like to speed things up. To reach the Completion sooner than planned."

There was no hesitation on the other end, only an attentive pause. "May I ask the reason?"

"I need it at home." Lena stood up and went to the window. "It's a complicated period, Doctor. I've hired a cleaning woman, and she doesn't measure up. The house is a disaster, I'm tired, and I keep thinking that when Felicia comes back I want everything finished already. No second thoughts, no adjustment phases. I want her back ready."

"I understand. And the more personal reason?"

Lena smiled faintly at the glass. "She seemed too sure of herself to me, yesterday on the phone. Too... calm. Better that she come back calm in another way too."

"Interesting." Winter did not comment further. "Sure of herself, you say. That's a good sign: it means the course is working. But I understand your request. I can shorten the intermediate stages. The breasts in two weeks, the tattoo right afterward, so that everything is finished within a month and a half instead of two."

"Better still, a month."

"A month is too fast, Frau Hartmann, for Dr. Roth. The implants need their convalescence. But I guarantee we will put the Completion on the calendar immediately afterward."

"Perfect."

"One formality remains. The final signature, as per protocol, will be obtained on the day of the surgery. You will be here, of course."

"Of course."

"And allow me one last question, Frau Hartmann. Do you truly want it?"

Lena stayed silent a moment, her forehead against the cold glass. Outside, over the rooftops, a crow rose from a chimney and flew away in two wingbeats.

"Of course I want it," she answered. "It's what we agreed."

"Then we proceed," Winter said. "Have a good day."

Lena hung up. She felt light, satisfied, like someone who has tidied a messy drawer. And yet, walking back to the desk, she thought again of Felicia's voice on the phone, of that I that had slipped out and been corrected at once, and of Greta's lips pronouncing, far away, one point.

It was only a matter of time, she told herself. A month, and then everything would be back in order.
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The New Breasts 


Dr. Roth's office was the brightest in the villa. It had a window on the garden, a glass desk and two pale leather armchairs, and on the shelf beside the computer, lined up like fruit in a shop window, stood six transparent silicone shells of different sizes.

Dr. Roth was fifty-five, thin, with long, well-kept hands and a gentle, precise way of speaking. He sat behind the desk with his glasses pushed up on his forehead. Beside him, standing, were Winter and Greta. Felicia, in her guest gown, waited in the middle of the room with her hands crossed.

"The torso is harmonious," Roth said, turning one of the shells between his fingers. "Narrow shoulders, long ribs, good skin. For that body, I recommend a D cup, with anatomical implants of four hundred fifty cubic centimeters. That's the point where the breast looks as if it was born there."

"A D cup," Winter repeated. "That's what I told you at the time of admission."

"Then there's the Frau's request." Roth glanced at Greta, who handed him a flash drive. "It reached me last night."

Winter turned on the screen on the wall. Lena appeared, sitting at the kitchen table in Munich, in a gray blazer with a cup in her hand. She had clearly recorded the message alone, looking at a point slightly above the lens.

"Good morning, Doctor. I've seen the simulations, and I've thought it over." Lena smiled, a quick, calm smile. "I want the largest size the body can bear. A double D, even more if possible. I'd like men to turn around in the street and make vulgar jokes about her. I'd like them to look at her and understand right away what she is. Do I make myself clear?"

The screen went dark. In the office, for a moment, nobody spoke. Roth took his glasses off his forehead and put them in his breast pocket.

"I can go up to a double D," he said. "Six hundred cubic centimeters, with round implants. A triple D, no: the skin wouldn't support it, and in the long run it would be harmful. But I also have to say it clearly: it isn't a breast that suits that torso. It fills it, it crushes it, it towers over it. It will be the breast of a doll."

"That's why I asked to discuss it with the guest," Winter said. She turned. "Guest 7. You heard. Do you have anything to say?"

Felicia's face was on fire. She stared at the parquet, feeling for a few moments the weight of all those questions inside her clothes, as if she already had the breasts.

"This guest..." She searched for words. "This guest wonders whether it isn't too much, Frau Doktor."

"Too much for whom?"

"For her body, perhaps. And for... for walking. For serving."

"I see." Winter picked up the phone. "The Frau left instructions. If the guest is undecided, she must call her. Greta, the number."

*

Lena answered on the fourth ring. In the background came the noise of a tram.

"So, Felicia. Tell me."

"Good morning, Frau. This guest has seen the Frau's message."

"Good. And?"

"Dr. Roth says the size is very large. That it might not suit this guest's body, and that a D cup would be more harmonious."

"Harmonious." Lena made a little sound, halfway between a laugh and a snort. "Felicia, listen to me carefully. I don't care if it's harmonious. I care that it's visible. That it's the first thing anyone sees when they meet you. That when you walk into a room, men forget everything else."

"Yes, Frau, but..."

"But what?"

A breath. Greta, a meter away, was studying the floor. "This guest is afraid she won't be able to carry it, Frau."

"You'll learn." Lena spoke in a calm voice, almost sweet, and that was what made it hit harder. "I paid for a course, Felicia. I paid for it so that you would become what I want. Either you accept the double D, or you can stay where you are forever. I don't need a Felicia who chooses sizes. I need one who undergoes them. Is that clear?"

The phone seemed to grow heavy in Winter's hand, as she held it close to Felicia's ear.

"Clear, Frau."

"Well?"

"This guest accepts the double D, Frau."

"Good girl." Lena sounded pleased, not exultant. "I'll talk to Lukas about it, you'll see, he'll laugh. See you soon."

The line went dead. Roth sighed, closed the folder and wrote something with a silver pen. "Then six hundred cubic centimeters. Monday morning."

*

That evening, at eleven, the key turned in the lock and Marlene came into the room with her hair loose on her shoulders. She sat down on the edge of the bed and said nothing for a while.

"They've decided, haven't they?"

"A double D." Felicia was sitting against the pillow, her nightgown pulled over her knees. "At the Frau's request."

"I heard. At Villa Linde news flies." Marlene took a lock of hair and braided it with her fingers. "Can I tell you something without you getting angry?"

"Tell me."

"It's excessive. It's vulgar, Felicia. On that body it will turn you into a caricature, you'll look like a trade-fair poster. Men will look at you, yes, but not the way they'd look at a woman. The way they look at a shop window."

"I know."

"Then why did you say yes?"

"Because the Frau said that otherwise I would stay here forever."

Marlene stopped braiding. For a few seconds she looked at the wall, where the bulb threw a yellow, trembling light.

"Mine used to say that too," she said softly. "Exactly like that. And I said yes to everything, and I'm still here." Then she shook her head, almost angrily. "There's no right answer, I know. I just wanted to tell you that it's wrong. That somebody, in your life, told you it's wrong."

She leaned down and kissed her on the forehead, and left without adding anything.

*

Waking up was slow and heavy. Felicia opened her eyes in a white room, a sheet over her legs, the monitor beating beside the bed. Her chest felt compressed, as if someone had set two sandbags on it and tied them down with a band. She tried to breathe, and the breath came in short, pulled tight.

"Easy," Greta said, sitting beside the bed with a book in her lap. "Don't move. The surgery went well."

"How long..."

"It's four in the afternoon. You slept six hours. Doctor Winter will stop by shortly."

Felicia looked down. On her chest there was a white elastic bandage, stretched over two hills that she couldn't judge from that position. But she felt the difference: a new weight, warm, alive, that shifted her breathing.

"Are you in pain?"

"Yes, Schwester. As if they had... crushed me."

"That's normal. The first three days are the worst." Greta stood up and adjusted her pillow with a surprisingly gentle hand. "I'll give you something for the pain. Then sleep."

The pain lasted three days and the burning a week. Felicia couldn't raise her arms above her shoulders, sleep on her side, or dress herself. Greta washed her with a sponge, with professional movements, and changed her dressings twice a day. In the evening, before the key, she gave her ten drops of a bitter liquid and said: "Good night, Guest 7." It was a sentence said a thousand times, but now it seemed to have something softer inside.

On the tenth day they took off the bandages.

*

The infirmary bathroom had a full-length mirror. Greta brought her there with an arm under hers, had her stop in the middle of the tiles and slipped off the last dressing.

Felicia stood motionless.

It wasn't something to look at quickly. The breasts were two full, high hemispheres, firm as ripe fruit, with taut, shiny skin and pink nipples, standing straight, turned a little outward. They were enormous. Bigger than Lena's, bigger than anyone's she had ever met. On the thin, smooth body, between the narrow shoulders and the slender waist, they looked like something else, an addition that demanded space and attention. When she touched them, they responded. When she breathed, they rose and fell with a weight that wasn't hers.

"They suit you," Greta said, in a neutral voice.

"They're... a lot, Schwester."

"Yes. They are a lot."

Felicia raised a hand and brushed a nipple with her fingertip. A jolt rose all the way to her throat. Then she looked at her face in the mirror: pale, eyes shining, lips parted. She waited for the humiliation. She would have recognized it at once, like an old acquaintance. Instead she felt something rise from the bottom of her chest and stop under her throat, something warm and stubborn and almost joyful.

I am beautiful.

She didn't know where that sentence had come from. It was absurd, it was almost obscene. And yet it was true, and Felicia, standing in the mirror with her hands at her sides, smiled.

"You're smiling," Greta observed.

"This guest apologizes, Schwester."

"There's nothing to apologize for." Greta turned her face toward the window. "Tonight, cover up well. Marlene has asked to see you."

*

Marlene arrived at eleven, with a small bottle of arnica oil and a folded towel over her arm. She shut the door with two turns of the key, looked at her from head to toe and didn't say a word. Then she raised a hand to her mouth.

"What is it?"

"Nothing. It's just that..." Marlene laughed softly, shaking her head. "It's excessive. Truly. It's ridiculous, and it suits you perfectly. It suits you better than I expected."

"You said it was vulgar."

"It is." She sat down on the bed. "But you're the one wearing them, and that changes everything. Come here, sit down. I have to massage your scars, or they'll stay hard."

Felicia took off her nightgown and lay back against the pillow. Marlene poured a little oil onto her hands, warmed it between her palms, and began from below, from the small lines under the curve, with slow, circular movements. The scent of arnica spread. The skin, taut and sensitive, reacted to every pass like a living thing.

"Does it hurt?"

"No. It's... sweet."

"Tell me if it hurts."

The hands rose. They took the breasts from underneath, delicately, lifted them and let them fall back. The weight changed, shifted. Marlene smiled, gazing at them as at something fragile and precious.

"They're heavy."

"A little, Marlene."

"They're beautiful, Felicia. They're truly beautiful."

She lowered her face, and her lips came to rest on the nipple, warm, barely a touch. Felicia drew in her breath sharply. She hadn't imagined it. It was a new sensation, all on the surface and all in the depths, as if the breast had become an organ of her own, separate, more sensitive than the rest. Marlene's tongue brushed it, in small, light circles, then moved to the other.

"Stop if..."

"Don't stop."

Marlene's hand slid down the belly, passed over the steel cage without pausing, and reached behind. With two oily fingers she went in, slowly. Felicia wasn't surprised. The fingers knew where to go. They found the small curve, pressed in circles, and the memory of Greta returned in her body, precise, like a rhythm learned by heart.

"Breathe," Marlene murmured, against her skin. "In. Like that. And out, slowly."

"How..."

"Greta taught me, two years ago. Did you think you were the only one?"

She laughed softly, and her mouth went back to the nipple. The pleasure rose in two places at once, front and back, and met halfway, under the breastbone, at a point that hadn't existed before. Felicia arched, clutched the sheets. From the sex locked in the cage a transparent thread dripped. Her legs began to shake.

"Marlene, I... this guest..."

"Hush. There's no one here." Her thumb pressed, and the breath stopped. "Come. Let everything go."

She came for a long time, in silence, with her face turned toward the wall and her mouth wide open, and the new breasts rising and falling with every wave, taut and shining in the oil. Marlene did not take her hand away until the contractions died down. Then she lay beside her, with her head on her shoulder and an arm around her waist, careful not to touch the scars.

"Did I hurt you?"

"No." Felicia's eyes were full of tears and she didn't know why. "I feel like someone else."

"You are, a little."

"And if the Frau..."

"Tonight there's no Frau." Marlene took her hand and squeezed it. "There's only me and this room. For one night, forget too what you came here to do."

They stayed like that until three, when the patrol's round forced them to part. Marlene got up, straightened her skirt, leaned down to kiss her forehead.

"They're vulgar," she said, with a sad smile. "But they're yours."

Felicia lay looking at the ceiling. Inside her chest she felt a new weight, no longer only silicone. It was a shape that belonged to her, and for the first time in a long while it didn't feel borrowed.
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The Invitation 


Three weeks after the surgery, Felicia still walked as if carrying a full tray from which she couldn't spill anything. The breasts, now, she felt everywhere: in her step, in her breathing, in the way the gray uniforms stretched across her chest. Greta had had a new dress made for her, with reinforced seams and a higher neckline, and in the dining room, the first evening, the other guests had all stopped chewing at once.

"Heavens," Annika had said. "Are they real?"

"They're silicone," Birgit had answered, adjusting her glasses. "But they make their effect, all right."

Marlene, at the end of the table, had lowered her eyes to her plate and smiled into the Kartoffelsuppe.

On Thursday afternoon, after the voice lesson, Greta took her aside in the corridor.

"Tomorrow there will be no lesson. Nico is expecting you at nine."

"The tattoo artist, Schwester?"

"The tattoo artist. He comes twice a week from Freiburg, he has a studio in town and has worked for us for five years. He's a professional. Treat him with respect and do what he tells you." Greta stopped, and for an instant seemed to search for words. "There is no need for me to explain what is going to be tattooed. The Frau has sent her instructions. Tomorrow you will see them."

*

Nico's studio had been set up in the old greenhouse, at the far end of the park. It had frosted glass walls, a terracotta floor and a white, even light, and in the middle a padded table, low and wide, with two knee rests and a folded cushion for the face. On a steel side table lay the needles, the inks, the gauze and a machine that hummed softly like a big insect.

Nico was a man of thirty-eight, tall, broad-shouldered, with forearms covered in black flowers and leaves. He had short hair, a trimmed beard and two blue eyes that made no attempt to impress. He spoke with the calm of someone who works with his hands.

"Guest 7," he said, without looking up from the tablet. "Come in. Close the door."

"Good morning, Herr Nico. This guest is at your disposal."

"Skip the formulas with me. We'll take more time than necessary." He put down the tablet and looked at her for the first time, with the eye of a tailor taking measurements. "Undress."

Felicia took off her dress and stood in her cotton underwear, with the steel cage. Nico walked slowly around her, studying the breasts, the back, the curve of the hips.

"They did a good job," he remarked. "Roth is good."

"Thank you, Herr Nico."

"Before the design I need to understand something. I can't tattoo well an area I don't know." He leaned against the edge of the table, folding his arms. "Here the skin moves. It opens, closes, stretches and relaxes. If I don't know how much, the design warps, the lettering breaks. That's why I always do it first."

"Do what, Herr Nico?"

"I take you. Calmly, without hurry. It helps you understand how you're made, and it helps me calibrate the tattoo. I do it with all of them." He raised an eyebrow. "Do you have any objection?"

Felicia thought for an instant. It wasn't a real question, and both of them knew it. But there was something in his manner that resembled respect.

"No, Herr Nico."

"Good girl. On the table, on your knees. Face in the cushion."

She obeyed. She went on all fours, knees on the rests and arms bent, and the new breasts weighed on her chest, warm and taut. She heard Nico behind her, the sound of gloves, a rustle of gel. Hands gently opened her buttocks.

"Perfect. Already very elastic."

The fingers went in with an almost clinical slowness. One, two, three, and at each movement Nico paused his hand, observed, pressed left and right, measured the skin's resistance. Then he withdrew, and Felicia felt another pressure, wider, warmer.

"Breathe."

"Yes, Herr."

He entered in a single continuous movement, firm, and stopped halfway. Felicia let out a low moan, choked into the cushion. Nico was in no hurry. He moved in short strokes, back and forth, watching with his eyes the ring that opened and closed around him, and now and then he reached out a hand to feel the skin around it, to sense where it stretched most.

"Here it gives well. Here a little less. This side is tighter." He spoke half-aloud, with the calm of a mechanic listening to an engine. "Don't hold back. If it comes, let it come."

The pleasure rose as it had in Greta's hands, but broader, fuller. Felicia clenched her teeth on the cushion. Nico found the spot and stayed there, pushing forward with a slow pressure. A wave crossed her belly. Then another. The transparent thread began to drip from the cage, and the seed, when she came, came out drop by drop, warm, down her thighs, while Nico kept holding her from behind with a steady hand on her hip.

When he finished too, with a long breath and a sharp thrust, he stayed inside for a few seconds. Then he withdrew, and with the same gloved hand pressed the buttocks, watching how they closed again.

"There," he said. "Now I know."

*

After washing his hands and changing gloves, Nico took a surgical marker and drew a series of fine marks on her skin, concentric circles and small strokes. Then he picked up the tablet again.

"We have to talk about the lettering. The Frau sent a video."

The screen lit up. Lena, in a dark suit, sitting on the sofa at home with a glass in her hand, smiled at the lens.

"Good morning, Nico. I've thought long and hard about the lettering. I want something clear, very explicit. For example 'Free entry, help yourselves.' Or 'Open to all, free.' Or else 'Use me,' in big letters, easy to read." Lena laughed, and the glass clinked. "The more vulgar, the better. It has to be humiliating. I'm counting on you."

The screen went dark. Nico stayed silent a moment, the marker between his fingers.

"She wants it easy to read," he said. "I understand. But I make tattoos, not advertising."

"Herr Nico, the Frau..."

"The Frau has her ideas and I have my trade." He put down the tablet. "I'll tell you how I see it. A big, vulgar lettering has its effect for a day. Then people get tired, and only the vulgarity is left. A polite invitation, in italics, elegant, has more effect. Men respond better to courtesy. The more courteous the lettering, the more real it seems, and the less it looks like a game." He took a sheet and quickly sketched two words in a thin cursive. "Bitte eintreten. Please, come in. In an arc, above the eyes, on the lower back, in black."

He slid the pencil to the center of the sheet and drew a circle, then all around it a crown of wavy rays, like flames. "The design will be a sun. The center is your ring: it becomes its mouth, an open smile. Above, toward the back, two eyes and a little nose. The rays spread across the buttocks. Whoever comes up behind you finds a face waiting for him."

Felicia looked at the sheet. The sun smiled, with round eyes and a wide-open mouth. The words above were kind. They were atrocious.

"Will the Frau like it?"

"The Frau will like it the first time she sees the photo, because she'll understand at once what it means. And by then it will be too late to ask for anything else." Nico smiled slightly. "I've been in this trade fifteen years. Almost all the wives want the biggest lettering. Almost all of them change their minds afterward."

*

The tattoo began at ten. Felicia went back on all fours on the table, with her face on the cushion and her arms crossed under her forehead, and Nico, seated on a low stool, spread her buttocks with two fingers and began to trace the outline.

The first contact was like a long, thin scratch. Then the machine began to hum, and the scratch became a continuous sting, hot, stopping and starting again with every line. It was a strange pain, concentrated, more annoying than cruel. Felicia counted her breaths as Greta had taught her: in, out, in. The noise of the needle went into her bones.

"Holding up?"

"Yes, Herr Nico."

"You'll get used to it soon."

Nico worked in silence, his forehead slightly furrowed. Now and then he stopped to wipe with a gauze, and Felicia felt the cold of the cream on her skin and then the light weight of his hand. He traced the circle around the ring, then the first wavy ray, then another. He spoke little, but explained as he worked: "This is the left eye. Here the nose. Here the smile begins." And every word, for Felicia, had the weight of something already decided.

After an hour and a half the greenhouse door opened. A cold draft came in, and with the draft a smell of wet earth, cut grass and sweat.

"Herr Nico?"

"Come in, Hans."

Felicia turned her face slightly. In the doorway stood a short, stocky man, around seventy, with broad shoulders, hands big as shovels and a sunburned neck. He wore worn denim overalls, the straps over his bare shoulders and his arms covered in gray hair. He held a straw hat in his hand.

"I heard about Number Seven," he said, in a hard Black Forest accent. "They say she has two enormous breasts. I'd like to try her."

Nico didn't stop. "Go ahead," he said, without ceasing to work. "The back is occupied, but the mouth, in front, is free."

Hans put his hat on a chair. He approached the table with a heavy step and stopped level with Felicia's face. He undid the buttons of the overalls, which fell to his ankles. Underneath he had nothing. His chest, belly and thighs were covered in thick gray hair that went down to the ankles, and between his thighs his member already hung half hard, long and thick, dark, surrounded by a mass of bristly gray hair. He had a strong smell, of earth and smoke, of a day's work.

"Lift your head," he said. "Open."

Felicia obeyed, without moving her body, while Nico's needle kept humming behind her. She opened her mouth, and Hans pushed the tip in, then more, without consideration, one big hand behind her neck. He was enormous. He filled her mouth down to the throat, and Felicia had to breathe through her nose, with effort, among the hairs that rubbed her face.

"That's it. Take it."

He thrust back and forth with heavy strokes, without rhythm, as if chopping wood. With his other hand he had taken one breast and was squeezing it, really squeezing it, sinking his fingers into the taut flesh. Then he found the nipple and pinched it between thumb and forefinger, hard. Felicia let out a stifled moan.

"Ah, beautiful," Hans grumbled. "Really beautiful. With tits like these you ought to go out on the street. They'd line up all the way to the village."

He moved to the other breast and pinched it harder. The pain was sharp, but beneath the pain, between her legs, the pleasure began to rise, and the cage pulled. Meanwhile Nico's needle, behind her, slowly traced a ray.

"Hold still, or I'll make a mistake," Nico said, calmly, to no one in particular.

Felicia did not move, and the needle did not err. She let Hans take her mouth as he pleased, in ever faster strokes, his smell entering her nose and her head and the taste of salt and skin filling her tongue. The man panted. He squeezed the nipples until she cried out.

"I'm there," he said. "Hold it. Don't move."

He came with a low grunt, pushing deep. The seed reached her throat hot, abundant, in heavy spurts, and Felicia swallowed, swallowed again, tears in her eyes. Hans stayed still, holding her by the hair.

"Drink, beauty," he said, panting. "Drink it all."

She drank, down to the last drop. When he finally withdrew, a shiny thread stayed attached to Felicia's lip. The man pulled up his overalls, buttoned himself calmly, picked up his hat.

"Good girl, Seven," he said, and gave her a small pat on the cheek. "I'll be back."

"Close it properly," Nico called after him.

The door shut. In the greenhouse the hum of the machine returned. Felicia still held her mouth slightly open, with the taste in her throat and a drop running down her chin. Her body trembled, burned, vibrated; from the cage a continuous thread dripped.

"You didn't move," Nico observed, glancing up for an instant. "You didn't move even once. The needle didn't smear."

"Thank you, Herr Nico."

"It's not a compliment." He went back to his ray. "It's a quality."

*

The tattoo took another three hours. When Nico switched off the machine and dried her skin, Felicia had aching muscles and a diffuse burning, warm, almost pleasant, like after a day spent in the sun. Nico covered the area with a transparent film and put a hand mirror in her hand.

In the glass she saw a black sun, with wavy rays spreading across the buttocks, two round eyes, a little nose and, in place of the mouth, her ring, open in a smile. Above the eyes, in an arc, two words in elegant cursive: Bitte eintreten.

"In three weeks it will be healed," Nico said, taking off his gloves. "Then it will all be colored. Later on, when the Frau wishes."

Felicia stayed looking. Then she set the mirror back on the side table, gently.

Greta was waiting outside the greenhouse, with her coat over her shoulders and an envelope in her hand. She looked her over from head to toe, saw the disheveled hair, the chin still damp, the uncertain gait, and said nothing for a moment.

"Dinner is in half an hour," she said. "Tonight you will sleep on your stomach. And remember not to sit."

"Yes, Schwester."

"I brought you the cream."

Felicia took the tube. As they walked through the park, among the shadows of the linden trees, the wind brought the smell of wet earth to her face, and for a moment between tongue and palate she tasted Hans again. She felt no nausea. She felt a kind of astonished curiosity, as at something done by someone else, and understood that tonight she would eat everything, down to the last spoonful of Kartoffelsuppe.
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The Visit 


Lena arrived at Villa Linde on a Saturday in December, by train from Munich and a taxi from Freiburg. She had a black leather bag on her shoulder, a camel-colored wool coat and the confident stride of someone going to collect something already paid for. Winter was waiting for her at the main door, in a gray suit, with her usual folder under her arm.

"Frau Hartmann, welcome. Was the journey good?"

"Long, but quiet." Lena took off her gloves. "Where is she?"

"In the blue salon, on the first floor. She has been ready since this morning." Winter nodded toward the staircase. "First, though, a formality. The key to the cage."

Winter opened the folder and took out the silver key, offering it on her palm. "I am handing it back to you for the duration of the visit, if you wish to have it with you."

Lena took it. The key swung between her fingers, small and light, and for an instant she felt she didn't want to part with it. She put it in her pocket. "I'll keep it, for today."

"Naturally."

The blue salon was a quiet room, with a velvet sofa, two armchairs at the sides and a low bed in the corner, covered by a cream-colored quilt. Greta opened the door, stepped back and said: "Guest 7. The Frau."

Felicia stood in the center of the room, motionless.

Lena stopped on the threshold. She knew what to expect, but it wasn't this. She had seen the videos, of course: a hundred times, and more. And yet in person it was different. Felicia wore a black lace bra, which barely held back a very high, full bosom, and a thong of the same color under which the steel of the cage showed. The skin was smooth, pale, without a hair or a shadow. The hair, cut short under the chestnut wig, framed a thinner, more relaxed face. It was clear she had no beard anymore, not even that veil which once, at the end of the day, had given her a gray shadow on the chin.

"Good morning, Frau," Felicia said, and bowed with her back straight, in a slow, perfect movement. "This guest is at your disposal."

"Turn around."

Felicia turned. Her hips moved with a barely hinted sway, the breasts swung. Lena walked around her without hurry, and at some point reached out a hand and placed it on a breast, squeezing. It was full, firm, heavy. A warmth she hadn't expected came over her.

"They're enormous."

"Yes, Frau."

"Do they bother you?"

"A little, Frau. When I walk. But this guest is getting used to them."

Lena smiled, barely. Her hand slid down the back, to the curve of the hips, and with two fingers she lowered the thong. Felicia bent forward without being ordered, and Lena saw the tattoo.

She was silent for a few seconds. A black sun, with wavy rays spreading across the buttocks, two round eyes and a little nose, and in place of the mouth Felicia's ring, open in a small smile. Above the eyes, two words in cursive: Bitte eintreten.

Lena burst out laughing. She laughed until she put a hand on her stomach, while Winter, near the door, watched impassively.

"It's better than what I asked for," she said, wiping the corner of her eye. "Much better. Who did it?"

"Nico, Frau. The design was his suggestion."

"I'll send him a present." Lena looked at Felicia. "And what do you think of it?"

"This guest thinks the Frau has excellent taste."

A perfect answer, textbook. And yet Lena, her hand still on Felicia's hip, had the feeling that behind the words there was something alive and calm, watching her.

*

Lena asked to be left alone with Felicia. Greta and Winter went out into the corridor, and Lena locked the door. She opened the bag on the sofa and calmly took out the leather harness and the steel prosthesis, heavy, shiny, with a wide round tip and a base shaped like a truncated cone. She had brought it from Munich wrapped in a cloth.

"Do you recognize it?"

Felicia looked at it. For a moment her throat tightened. "Yes, Frau."

"Put on the gel."

Felicia took it, greased it with the gel Lena handed her, and waited. Lena undressed from the waist down, fastened the harness, felt it settle between her thighs. She sat on the edge of the bed with her legs apart.

"Come here. On your knees on the bed, as you know."

Felicia climbed onto the quilt, went on all fours with her arms bent, the breasts hanging free beneath her and her buttocks raised. Lena knelt behind her and set the steel tip on the tattooed sun, right at the center of the smile. The metal was cold.

"Breathe."

She pushed. She expected the usual resistance: that little wall, the contraction, the moan of pain that for years had amused her. Instead the wide tip slid in with an almost gentle slowness, and the ring, open and soft, welcomed it without resisting. Lena stopped, surprised.

"Doesn't it hurt?"

"No, Frau." Felicia's voice was a breath. "This guest has been... prepared."

"It goes in without effort."

"Yes, Frau. It can go deeper, if the Frau wishes."

Lena pushed again. The cone advanced, millimeter by millimeter, and Felicia's body took all of it to the base, as if made to measure. The tattooed sun warped slightly, and the smile widened. Lena stayed still, her hands tight on Felicia's hips and her heart pounding.

She began to move. Slowly, then more firmly. She expected Felicia to stiffen, but Felicia moved with her, meeting her, arching her back, pushing her hips back at every thrust. A low, continuous sound came from her throat, and it wasn't a moan of pain.

"Frau... more... please."

"What do you want?"

"Harder, Frau. Please."

It was a voice Lena didn't know. It no longer had the frightened pleading of past years: it was a request, almost a gentle order. She gave in. She pushed with all her strength, felt the metal hit the spot, and Felicia let out a long moan, her head between her arms and her body trembling from shoulders to thighs.

"Breathe as they taught you," Lena said, without realizing.

"Yes, Frau." A trembling breath. "In... hold... out..."

The steel cage, between her thighs, lifted and fell. A clear thread came from the tip, then another, as Felicia's hips contracted in regular waves. Lena watched her come: truly watched, live, without the screen and without the filter of the videos. The legs gave way, the mouth opened, the belly rippled with every wave, and the seed ran in long threads onto the quilt, drop after drop. She came slowly, for a long time, and did not stop.

Lena stopped moving. She stayed with the harness buried and her hands trembling on the hips, watching. Her throat was dry. Between her legs she felt a warm, embarrassing throbbing, a desire she hadn't felt in years that was suddenly returning.

"Frau," Felicia whispered, when the waves calmed. "This guest apologizes."

"For what?"

"For coming without permission."

Lena did not answer at once. She slid out slowly, and the emptiness left by the steel was the most obscene thing she had ever seen. She unfastened the harness, set it on the nightstand. Then she moved to Felicia's face, lifted her chin with two fingers, and looked at her for a long time.

"I don't need you for this," she said, in a low voice. "Not only."

She stood up, put her hair back in order, and opened the door.

*

Winter and Greta were in the corridor. Lena cleared her throat.

"Doctor, I would like to see something else. Felicia has changed, it's good work, but what effect does she have on men?"

"I can arrange it at once." Winter was not surprised. "Three clinic staff, men we trust, checked every month. They have already worked with guests at an advanced stage. If you and I sit here in the armchairs, we will see everything."

It took ten minutes. When the three men entered the salon, Lena and Winter had already taken their places in the two armchairs, side by side, a glass of Riesling in hand. The men were called Kilian, Tobias and Stefan: all over thirty, tall, broad-shouldered, with big hands and the slow gait of men who do hard physical work. They wore white coats which they took off without hurry, and underneath they were naked.

"Guest 7," Winter said. "On your knees in the center. Hands behind."

Felicia, still on the bed, got down and knelt on the rug. The men arranged themselves around her, in silence, and Lena felt her mouth go dry. All three were enormous, each in his own way: Kilian the longest, Tobias the thickest, Stefan with a slight upward curve. With an almost professional ease, they took her arms, unhooked her bra and let it fall.

"Here she is," Winter murmured. "As you see, the breasts are six hundred cubic centimeters each, round, positioned high. The visual effect is remarkable. The skin has been treated with laser and needle: over the whole body, from face to feet, there is no hair left. The voice has been raised by a tone. The bearing..."

Kilian lifted a breast in his hand and squeezed it. Tobias ran a finger over the tattooed sun. Stefan took her chin and opened her mouth.

"May I, Doctor?"

"Please."

Stefan entered her mouth with a decisive movement. Felicia closed her lips and began to suck, at a steady rhythm. Kilian, behind her, opened her buttocks with his hands.

"Perfectly elastic," Winter commented, tasting the wine. "Dilation brought to six and a half, with the possibility of reaching seven in the coming weeks. The muscle tone is excellent. The guest can take two men together without harm, and has already done so in training."

"Two together?" Lena repeated.

"Watch."

Tobias lay down on the bed, on his back, his member erect and heavy. Kilian lifted Felicia from behind, holding her by the thighs the way one lifts a doll, carried her over Tobias's body, and lowered her slowly, legs open, until the ring rested on the tip. Felicia let out a stifled moan against Stefan's member.

"There," Winter said. "Let yourself go, Guest 7."

Felicia's body descended, slowly, and Tobias took her entirely. Lena held her breath. Then Kilian, still standing behind her, leaned down, pressed his tip against the ring, already full, and pushed. Felicia's legs went rigid, her back arched, and a choked cry came from her throat. But the ring yielded. The sun's smile opened, to a limit Lena had never imagined.

"Two," Lena whispered.

"Two. With the third in her mouth, that makes three." Winter looked as if she were admiring a job well done. "Think, Frau Hartmann: two months ago this guest stopped at a dilator of five point eight."

The three men began to move together, at different rhythms, in a kind of slow accord. Tobias thrust from below, Kilian from behind, Stefan held Felicia's head with both hands. Among them Felicia truly looked like a doll: lifted, shifted, turned at will, her arms limp and the breasts swinging at every stroke. At one point Kilian took both breasts from behind and squeezed them, hard, making her moan.

"Look at that," Tobias muttered, half-aloud. "What a fine weight. Who picked this size?"

"The wife," Winter answered, without turning. "She is right there."

The three men looked at Lena, and then went back to their work with a smile. Lena drank a long sip of wine. She felt her cheeks burning and, under her skirt, a dampness she could no longer ignore.

"See how she holds," Winter said. "She doesn't lose the rhythm, she doesn't stiffen. It is months of work. And see how she reacts: the prostatic response is automatic. In a moment she will come."

It was true. Felicia's body was filling with waves. The legs trembled, the belly contracted, and the steel cage, shining, swayed with every thrust. A continuous thread dripped from the tip. Stefan, in her mouth, quickened, and Felicia took all of him, eyes closed and the muscles of her throat working in rhythm.

"Drink," Stefan said, panting. "All of it."

He came with a jolt, deep in her throat. Felicia swallowed, then coughed, then recovered. At the same moment Kilian and Tobias, one after the other, stopped and emptied into her, with short grunts, in jerks, the warm seed filling the ring, already full, and running out in drops, down her thighs and onto Tobias's belly. Felicia came with them, for a long time, with a low, continuous moan, shaken by waves that made even her breasts tremble.

In the room, for a moment, there was only the breathing of six people. Then Tobias gently lifted her and laid her on the bed, and Kilian slid a pillow out from under her head and put it back after adjusting it.

"Thank you, gentlemen," Winter said, standing up. "You may go."

The three dressed in silence. Before leaving, Stefan stopped beside the bed, looked at Felicia with what seemed a faint respect, and said to Lena: "A beautiful doll, Frau. Take good care of her."

*

They were alone. Winter had withdrawn with Greta, leaving the door ajar. Lena rose from the armchair with her legs shaking a little, and went to the bed. Felicia lay on her side, naked, wet with sweat and seed, with red cheeks, half-closed eyes and slow breathing. She looked like a doll forgotten after a game.

Lena sat on the edge of the bed. She pushed the disordered wig off her forehead, brushed a cheek.

"You're different," she said.

"Yes, Frau."

"Do you like it?"

Felicia opened her eyes. For the first time Lena saw her truly think about an answer before giving it. Two seconds passed, maybe three.

"Yes, Frau. I... this guest is well."

Another crack, another I that slipped out and was not corrected. Lena said nothing. She stayed close, her hand on the cheek, not knowing whether she wanted to kiss her or move away.

When she stepped out into the corridor, Winter was waiting with a closed leather folder.

"Tomorrow morning, Frau Hartmann, I will present you with the program for the Completion. At nine, in my office. Bring an identity document."

"I'll be punctual," Lena said. She still had the silver key in her pocket, and she squeezed it until she felt its teeth in her palm.
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The Final Project 


On Sunday morning Winter's office smelled of coffee and printed paper. On the glass desk, in front of Lena's armchair, lay three black leather folders, a silver pen and a glass of water. The doctor sat on the other side, hands folded, with the patient look of someone who has given this speech many times.

"Frau Hartmann, did you sleep well?"

"Not much," Lena admitted. "It's a lovely room, but it was too quiet."

"Normal, the first night." Winter opened the first folder. "Let's begin, if you don't mind. This is the last phase of the program, and I want everything to be clear before you sign."

Lena nodded and sipped her water.

"The Completion consists of the removal of the testicles, what we call a bilateral orchiectomy in medical terms. The operation lasts about forty minutes, under general anesthesia, and Dr. Roth will perform it. There is no hospital stay: the guest wakes up in her room, with a dressing, and after a week she resumes her normal activities."

"And the rest?"

"The rest comes by itself. Within a month, male hormone production drops almost to zero. The body softens: the skin becomes finer, the fat redistributes, the muscles lose tone. Desire fades for the most part, and with it aggressiveness and the will to decide for oneself." Winter turned a page. "For a guest like Felicia, this means a new kind of docility. More stable, deeper. It is no longer a discipline imposed by rules: it is her way of being."

"Does the sex remain?"

"It remains, as an organ. But it no longer becomes erect, or almost never. It stays soft, small, useless. Pleasure, however, does not disappear: the prostatic kind, which we have cultivated for months, is preserved and even deepens." A brief smile. "That is why we insist on the sequence. A woman who reaches the Completion without having learned it is left alone with a body that no longer knows what to do with itself."

Lena put down the glass. Her hands were cold.

"And if I changed my mind in the future?"

"It is not reversible," said Winter, with an almost gentle calm. "Neither the body nor, in practice, the rest. That is why I ask you to read carefully, and why the final signature is only taken tomorrow, before the operation, in the pre-operative room. Today we sign the project. The path, the dates, the preliminary consent."

She pushed the open folder toward her. Inside were six sheets, crowded with lines, with a dotted line on each page. Lena skimmed them. Words like will, irrevocable, aware slid past without stopping.

"Do you truly want it?" asked Winter. It was the second time she had asked, and this time she did not say it as a formality.

"Yes." Lena took the pen. "Yes, of course I want it."

She signed six sheets, one after the other. The pen glided over the paper with a thin, almost gentle sound.

"Good," said Winter, and closed the folder. "I'll call Felicia. It is right that she hear it from your voice."

*

Felicia arrived with Greta, in the gray guest dress, her brown wig neat and her hands crossed in her lap. She entered, curtsied, and stood in the middle of the rug.

"Good morning, Frau. Good morning, Frau Doktor."

"Sit down," said Lena. Then, correcting herself: "No, stay standing. I want to tell you something."

"Yes, Frau."

"Tomorrow morning you will be operated on. At eight. It's the last phase, the Completion. We've talked about it." Lena leaned back and crossed her legs. "You don't need them anyway. And they aren't even pretty, all limp like that."

It was the sentence she had repeated for months, almost a refrain. She said it in an even voice, without thinking. Then she saw Felicia's face, and realized that something was wrong.

Felicia had not lowered her eyes. She had not smiled, or cried, or made that little curtsy with which she thanked every order. She had only looked at Lena two seconds too long, with a distant calm, and then said:

"If the Frau wishes it, this guest will present herself tomorrow at eight."

"Doesn't it frighten you?"

"This guest will do what the Frau decides."

Winter, in silence, noted something on her tablet. Greta did not move. Lena felt a strange knot in her stomach, which she could not untie.

"Good," she said. "You may go."

Felicia curtsied again and went out. The door closed softly.

*

At dinner the refectory was quieter than usual. The guests sat upright, hands in their laps, and nobody said a word. Felicia ate very little: some Kartoffelsuppe, half a slice of black bread. When Greta took her plate away, she told her quietly that after midnight she must touch neither food nor water.

"Tomorrow morning I'll prepare you myself. At six, bath and cleaning, at seven the gown, at eight in the operating room." Greta hesitated, her hands resting on the edge of the table. "Do you have any questions?"

"No, Schwester."

"None?"

Felicia raised her eyes. Annika, two places down, had stopped breathing. Birgit was staring at her napkin.

"This guest only wonders whether it will hurt."

"A few days," Greta answered. "Then it passes." She took the plate and set it on the cart. "Most guests say the worst part isn't the pain."

She added nothing more. But passing by, with a gesture so quick that nobody noticed, she laid a hand on her shoulder.

*

That night Lena did not sleep. In the guest room, quiet, with a window on the park and a bed too big, she lay for a long time, dressed, the silver key clenched in her fist. Outside was the wind in the linden trees. From the corridor came a few footsteps, a door closing, the hushed sound of a night patrol.

She was thinking of Felicia's face. Not the one from the videos, not the one from the blue living room. The one from a few hours earlier, standing on the rug, with wide and calm eyes. She thought: was this how she used to look at me? And she could not remember, she no longer remembered anything precisely.

On the nightstand lay the next day's document, the black folder with the last page blank. Lena looked at it for a long time. Then she turned off the lamp.

*

At eleven, in Felicia's room, the key turned twice. Marlene came in without speaking, a small unlit flashlight in her hand and her hair loose down her back, closed the door and set the flashlight on the little table. Felicia was sitting on the edge of the bed, in her nightgown, and did not turn on the light.

"I know," said Marlene.

"News travels fast."

"Yes." She sat down beside her. "Tomorrow at eight."

They stayed silent. From the corridor came Greta's step, which stopped in front of the door, lingered a moment and then moved away. Marlene did not smile.

"Do you want to be alone?"

"No." Felicia took her hand. "Stay."

Marlene slipped off her nightgown with slow movements. She laid her down on the bed and looked at her for a long time in the light filtering through the window: the high, full breasts, the smooth belly, the steel of the little cage gleaming between her thighs. Then she placed her hands, warm and dry, on Felicia's belly and slid them slowly down to her thighs.

"May I?"

"Yes."

Her fingers brushed the part beneath the cage. The two small soft bodies, warm, hanging just slightly. Marlene took them in her palm very gently, lifted them, let them fall back, caressed them with her thumb in slow circles. Felicia closed her eyes. It was a caress she did not know, and it unsettled her more than she would have imagined.

"They're sweet," Marlene whispered. "Small. Smooth, now."

She bent down and kissed them. Once, twice. Her lips brushed the thin skin with a tenderness that made Felicia's breath tremble. Then her tongue, light, passed over both of them and rose along the base, up to the steel edge.

"Marlene..."

"Hush. Let me."

With the tip of her tongue she found the opening at the top of the cage, where the head of the sex barely peeked out, pink and wet. She touched it lightly, then again more firmly, and Felicia arched her back. It was nothing like what she had learned from Greta, from Nico, from the men: not the wide, deep wave from behind, but a sharp, narrow light that started at the tip and spread in jolts. She had almost forgotten she had it.

"Oh..." A moan escaped her. "Marlene, this... I..."

"Let it come."

The tongue went on, round, precise, and Felicia felt the pleasure rise from the root, gather, tighten. The steel pressed, hindered, but the tip, free, answered every touch. A cry came from her throat. Her legs stiffened, her belly clenched, and she came, like this, in front, with a brief and luminous intensity she had not felt in months: the seed spurting in thin jets from the slit of the cage, warm, onto Marlene's tongue.

Marlene gathered it all, calmly. Then she lifted herself, wiped her lips with the back of her hand, and smiled at her.

"Did you feel the difference?"

"Yes." Felicia was breathing with difficulty, her eyes shining. "I didn't remember it... like this."

They lay there a while, side by side, foreheads touching. Felicia was searching for words. At last she found them.

"Will this be the last time?"

Marlene stayed silent a moment. She sat up and reached for the belt of her skirt, and for an instant Felicia thought she meant to leave. Instead she unbuttoned it, slid it off, and stood in the gray light of the window in her white cotton panties. She lowered them.

Felicia felt her breath stop.

Beneath the steel shell, identical to Felicia's, there was nothing. Where something should have been, the skin was smooth, flat, folded into a small soft crease, pale like the rest of her body. Inside the cage, Marlene's sex filled less than half the space, small and quiet, without tension.

"Yes," said Marlene, softly. "It will be the last. With what you just felt. Afterward there is something else, but it isn't the same."

"For how long?"

"Three years. The day after I signed." She put her panties back on and sat on the edge of the bed, stroking Felicia's foot with her hand. "Mine has stayed like this ever since. Limp. It doesn't rise anymore. Now and then it swells a little, but it's only blood, nothing more."

"And do you miss it?"

"At first, yes. A lot." Marlene looked at the window. "Then, when that passes, something else remains. I became softer. The body, really. The skin, the hips, even the way I move. And more yielding. I don't have to fight with myself anymore, you understand? Before, there was always a part of me that wanted to say no. Now there isn't."

"Is it better?"

"Depends what you mean by better." Marlene's voice grew slightly thinner. "I'm calmer. I don't suffer the way I used to. But I don't know whether it's me, the one who doesn't suffer anymore."

A long silence. Tears rose in Felicia's eyes and she did not know why.

"Why are you still here, Marlene?" Felicia asked, after a while. "I thought guests went home to their Frau."

"I did go back." Marlene smiled, without cheer. "After the Completion I spent a year at home with mine. Then my Frau fell in love with a rich man. At first he tolerated me. He often took me from behind, even in front of her. When the Frau was out he called his friends, to laugh at me, and they used me, many of them, quite roughly too." She paused. "Then he said he wanted a child. And that with me in the house it would be embarrassing. So they brought me back here, hoping another Frau would take me. Meanwhile they pay a fee for my keep."

"No Frau wanted you?"

"It happened, but the situations were unclear. Two Frauen who brought men in for me."

"Mine does it too. It's normal."

"Yes, but they got paid for it. A lot. The doctor always runs checks after the placements, and when she found out she brought me back here."

"And your Frau? Do you ever see her?"

"Now and then. Every three or four months."

"And she doesn't miss you?"

"She says the fee is expensive. That I must find a placement with a new Frau as soon as possible."

"But did you tell her they were making you work as a prostitute?"

"She says it's an option she's considering too. She says there's an organization willing to buy me."

"What? And you?"

"I do what my Frau says." Marlene said it softly, without bitterness, the way one says one's own name.

Felicia squeezed her foot, finding nothing to say.

"Do you remember what I told you, the first night? That you were still all in one piece."

"Yes."

"Now you know what I meant." Marlene bent down and kissed her forehead. Then she looked into her eyes, straight, without hesitation. "Felicia. Are you sure it's what you want?"

Felicia opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

What the Frau wants. It was the formula, the ready phrase, the one she had repeated for months without thinking. But Marlene had not asked about the Frau. She had asked about her.

"I don't know," she said, at last. It was true. It was the first time in a long while that she said it without feeling guilty.

"All right," said Marlene, with a smile full of sadness. "You don't have to know it tonight. But think about it, Felicia. Really think."

She dressed in silence. Before leaving, she stopped on the threshold with the unlit flashlight in her hand and said, without turning: "Greta comes at six. Try to sleep a little."

The key turned twice. Felicia stayed alone, lying on her back, with the seed already cold on her skin and the ceiling above her. Outside, on the lindens, the wind had stopped. For the first time, deep inside, she felt that there was a question no one could untie in her place, and that she had only a few hours left to find the answer.
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The Eve 


At six in the morning Lena was already up, in the guest room, her robe over her shoulders and her phone in her hand. Outside, the park was gray and wet with frost. From the corridor came Greta's step as she pushed the dressing cart back and forth, regular as a clock.

She dialed Lukas's number. He answered on the third ring, his voice hoarse with sleep.

"Lena? What time is it?"

"Six. Sorry. I need your advice."

"I'm all ears." There was a rustle of sheets, then the sound of a glass set on the nightstand. "It's today, isn't it? The operation."

"At eight. After I sign the last page." Lena walked to the window. "I've thought about it all night. I haven't slept in two days, Lukas. I keep seeing her in front of me, standing on the rug, saying yes to me with that face. A face I didn't know."

"And what do you want to do?"

"I want to know what you think."

Lukas was silent a moment. When he spoke, his voice was more awake and more careful.

"I'll tell you the truth, Lena. I don't know if I'd do it. A man cares about his balls. About his manhood, that thing down there, even if he's submissive, even if he's dressed as a woman. However humiliated he is, it's the last thing he has left, and he feels it's his."

"That's exactly the point." Lena turned abruptly, her hand tight on the phone. "Do you see? That's exactly it. Felicia, deep down, hasn't yet accepted being one hundred percent my servant. She does everything, obeys, kneels, but there's always a part of her that holds back, that says what if. The removal is for that. It's a proof of love. Of obedience. Of devotion."

"A proof."

"Yes. Yes, a proof. If she really loves me, if she truly wants to be mine, she has to give up those too."

Lukas sighed. The bed creaked, then came a long silence.

"In the end you have to do what you feel," he said. "I don't understand much about it. But it's true that I've heard it said, around. That after the removal sissies change. They become more docile, more obliging, softer. Even more attractive, more feminine. They say it's as if everything calms down."

"Exactly."

"So maybe..."

"Then it has to be done." Lena ran a hand through her hair. "It has to be done, Lukas. Absolutely. It wouldn't be right to stop halfway now, after everything we've invested."

"As you wish." Then, more softly: "Call me when you're done. And, Lena..."

"What?"

"Nothing. Be careful."

He hung up. Lena stayed with the phone in her hand, watching the park, until she saw a crow land on the branch of a linden and stay there, motionless, like a sentry.

*

The pre-operative room was small and white, with a wheeled bed, a steel cart and a little table with three open folders. Roth, in a green gown, was washing his hands at the corner sink. Winter sat at a table, the silver pen resting on its surface. Greta held a leather tablet with the forms.

Felicia stood beside the bed, in a cotton gown, barefoot, without her wig. Her short, smooth hair fell over her forehead. Her face was pale and clean, without makeup, and her breasts were high beneath the gown. She was calm. Lena would have preferred her to be frightened.

"Frau Hartmann," said Winter. "Let's start with your page."

Lena sat down. She signed at the bottom, in the dotted space. The pen ran fast, without hesitation. Greta took the sheet and put it in the folder.

"Good. Now the page of the person concerned." Winter walked around the table and held out the pen to Felicia, a sheet in her hand. "Guest 7. Sign here, where the cross is."

"The person concerned?" Lena repeated. "What person concerned?"

"It's the procedure, Frau Hartmann. I told you the final signature is taken on the day of the operation. Yours and the guest's. It's a formality. Almost all of them sign."

The formality, at that point, did not interest her. She looked at Felicia, who held the pen in midair and stared at the sheet.

Ten seconds went by. Then twenty.

"Guest 7," said Winter, calmly. "Sign."

Felicia raised her eyes. Not to Winter. To Lena.

"This guest does not sign, Frau."

The silence that followed was so complete that the drip from the sink faucet could be heard. Roth, his hands still wet, had turned around. Greta had lowered her eyes.

"What?" said Lena.

"This guest begs the Frau's forgiveness." The voice was steady, low. "But she cannot sign."

"What do you mean, cannot?"

"I don't want to."

She said it softly, without raising her tone. Then, as if she had realized she had said too much, she bowed her head and waited.

Lena stood up. The bed shook, struck by the chair. "Doctor," she said, in a voice she did not recognize, "explain something to me. Is her opinion really necessary?"

Winter laid her hands on the table. "Unfortunately, yes."

"Unfortunately?"

"I agree with you, Frau Hartmann. In terms of logic, of coherence, of the relationship between wife and guest, your decision should be enough. But there is a law, more than fifty years old, absurd and antiquated, which demands the written consent of the person concerned before any removal. Nobody applies it gladly. Clinics like ours have been collecting signatures for years to change it. Support is very wide, especially among women. But the process is long, and it will take more time."

"It's an archaic law," said Lena, hardly giving herself time to breathe. "It's not suited to the times, to modernity. To the new female supremacy. I'm the one who pays, the one who decides, the one who carries this family. And I have to be told no by..."

She stopped. She had almost said: by her.

"You have all my sympathy," said Winter, and the tone was sincere.

*

Lena asked to speak with Felicia alone. Winter nodded and had everyone leave, and for a moment only the two of them remained in the white room, with the empty bed and the instruments lined up on the cart.

"Give me that pen."

Felicia handed it over. Lena clenched it in her fist, then set it on the table.

"Felicia. Look at me." Lena stepped closer, within a pace. "I gave you everything. I paid for months of courses, of laser, of prostheses, of tattoo. I brought you here so you would become the person I wanted beside me. And you, now, at the last moment, tell me no."

"Yes, Frau."

"Why?"

Felicia closed her eyes for an instant.

"Because it's the only thing this guest cannot give back." She spoke softly, without trembling. "The Frau can take everything else. The job, the clothes, the name, the breasts, the voice, the body. This guest has given them and will give them again. But not this, Frau. I don't want to."

"You don't want to?" Lena felt her throat tighten. "After all these years? After everything I've made you do?"

"This guest is grateful to the Frau for everything. She will obey in everything. But she will not do this."

Lena raised her hand, and for a moment her fingers trembled near Felicia's cheek. Then she let it fall. Not out of pity: for something else, stranger. For the sudden certainty that that face would not even have closed its eyes.

"Go away," she said. "Go out in the corridor."

"Yes, Frau." Felicia curtsied, perfectly, and went out.

*

Winter was waiting for her in the office, with two cups of tea and an expression so calm it seemed kind. Lena dropped into the armchair. Her hands were icy.

"Tell me this is a nightmare."

"I'm sorry, Frau Hartmann." Winter poured the tea. "I'm stopping the operation. Dr. Roth has already notified the room. No damage, no additional cost."

"Two months of work."

"Two months of work that remain yours. Felicia's body is what you wanted. The breasts, the skin, the voice, the bearing. The only thing we cannot do today is the Completion."

"And later? If we wait?"

"If the guest's will does not change, neither will the law, at least not in time. Are you patient?"

Lena stared at the tea, saying nothing.

"May I suggest something?" said Winter, after a pause. "An alternative. Not the one you had in mind, but one that could solve a good part of your problems at home."

"What problems?"

"The untidy house. The cleaning woman. The need, which you told me about on the phone, to have someone always available in the house." Winter folded her hands. "We have, in the clinic's stock, a sissy already treated. Completion performed three years ago, perfectly trained. She doesn't cost much. A long-term guest, but without a placement. Nobody has wanted her."

Lena raised her head. "A sissy already completed."

"Yes. Her name is Marlene."

Lena remained silent for a few seconds. Then, slowly, she set down the cup.

"I want to see her."

*

Marlene came in wearing the gray guest dress, the long braid over her shoulder and her eyes lowered. She made a slow, tight, impeccable curtsy.

"Frau Hartmann. Frau Doktor."

"Turn around," said Lena.

Marlene turned. Lena walked around her, studied her from head to foot, with the step of someone inspecting tailoring work. She was as tall as Felicia, thin, with full breasts and the bearing of a model. She had fair, smooth skin, a long neck, and dark blond hair, well kept and shining.

"How old?"

"Thirty-two, Frau."

"How long have you been here?"

"Two years, Frau. Before that I was at home, for a year, with my Frau."

"Do you cook?"

"I cook, Frau. I iron, clean, serve at table. I can make a coffee the way they drink it in Vienna."

"Real hair," Lena observed, passing her hand over the braid. "Too long. We'll cut it."

"As the Frau wishes."

"Doctor, I want to check underneath too."

"Of course." Winter took the little silver key from the folder. "Guest 3, standing. Dress lifted."

Marlene raised her skirt to her waist, without hesitation, and stood still with her gaze on the wall. Winter bent down, opened the lock with a click and slid the cage off. Underneath there was nothing. The skin was smooth, flat, pale, folded into a small soft crease, and the sex, small and quiet, hung without tension. Lena came closer and touched it with the tip of one finger, then two. It did not react. It did not even move.

"Clean," she said. "Tidy. It's much better this way. She looks like a doll."

She straightened up. Inside her, suddenly, the anger from the operating room had begun to burn again.

"Bring in Felicia."

Greta went out into the corridor and came back with Felicia, who stopped two steps from Lena and lowered her eyes. Marlene had not moved, her skirt still lifted.

"Look," said Lena. "Look carefully."

Felicia looked.

"See how much prettier she is? Cleaner, more elegant, more in order. This could have been you, this morning. Don't you think?"

There was a pause. Felicia passed her gaze over Marlene, quickly, and returned to Lena.

"Marlene is beautiful, Frau."

"And so?"

"This guest is glad of it." The voice was low and gentle. "But the answer is still no."

Lena clenched her fists. For an instant her lips trembled, and Winter, near the desk, murmured: "Frau Hartmann." Lena breathed deeply. She turned away, toward the window.

"As you like," she said. "For now."

Winter bent down again and closed the cage around Marlene, who lowered her skirt without a word.

Lena sat down again. She could feel Winter watching her, and she could also feel, with some irritation, that she wanted to say yes.

"I'll take Marlene on trial," she said. "For how long?"

"Two months," Winter replied. "The price is fifty thousand euros, but you would only pay it if, after the trial period, you decided to keep her. Until then you only have the obligation of a deposit."

"Fifty thousand."

"It's already a reduced figure, Frau Hartmann. Marlene is worth far more than a maid, and with the guarantees we offer you risk nothing."

"And Felicia?"

"Felicia stays with you. She is a good sissy too. A different one."

Marlene, standing near the door, had not moved. Not a flutter of the lashes, not a quicker breath. And yet Lena, turning her head slightly, saw that the fingers of her right hand had closed, for a moment, around the edge of her apron.

"One thing, doctor. At home I have a service room, but it's small. Can she sleep with Felicia?"

Winter made a slight grimace, barely noticeable. "I don't recommend it. Sissies, when they're together, talk. They whisper, and in time they tend to rebel, to organize, to do things among themselves that the Frau then cannot control. It's a risk we know."

"But nobody wants her."

"For that reason I can make an exception." Winter raised a finger. "On one condition. That you check on them. Often. And that you keep them in punishment regularly, without waiting for them to make mistakes."

"How?"

"With constancy, Frau Hartmann. I recommend a stiff riding crop. The sound alone is often enough."

"That seems reasonable."

"And there are the videos, of course. If you like, I can provide you with a surveillance service for the house as well."

"I'll think about it." Lena stood and held out her hand. "I accept the trial."

Winter shook it. Her grip was dry and warm. Greta, at the back of the room, was looking at a point behind Lena.

Felicia had stayed still near Greta, two steps from Marlene. Marlene did not look at her, and neither did Felicia look at her. But when Lena turned for one last look at the two, to fix in her memory the image of those two sissies side by side, both in gray, both with lowered eyes, both perfect, a smile passed between them. A very slight movement of the lips, almost invisible, that lit and went out in less than a second.

Lena did not see it.

"Prepare everything for tomorrow," she told Winter. "We're going home."
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The Journey Home 


The next morning, at eight, the clinic car was waiting in the courtyard with its engine running and Herr Kessler in a gray jacket beside the door. It was cold. There was still frost on the lawn of the park, and from the kitchen chimney a thread of smoke rose straight, without wind.

On the threshold, Winter handed Lena a leather folder and a long black leather case.

"Here is the trial contract, with the deadlines. Here, the key to Guest 3's cage." A small silver object passed from one hand to the other. "And this is the advice we talked about."

Lena opened the case. Inside, resting on green velvet, lay a riding crop, thin and stiff, with a leather-wrapped handle. She tried it in the air, one sharp stroke.

"Effective."

"The less it's used, the better it works," said Winter. "The recommendation applies to both: check, punish often, leave no room." Then, in a lower voice, for Lena alone: "Call me whenever you like, for anything. The door is always open."

Greta accompanied the two guests to the car. They wore dark coats, flat shoes, a wool scarf. Felicia carried her brown wig and a cardboard suitcase, and Marlene had her braid hidden under her collar and a canvas bag holding two blouses and a pair of stockings. Greta held the door open a moment longer than necessary.

"Safe journey, Guest 7," she said. Then, with a curt nod: "Guest 3."

It was all she had to say. But to Felicia, climbing in, her eyes seemed to shine.

*

The car went down through the woods, slowly, its wheels crunching on the gravel. Lena sat in back, on the left, legs crossed and phone in hand. Beside her, in the middle, was Marlene. Then Felicia, on the right, with her hands in her lap.

Nobody spoke.

Lena's silence was not the kind of the good days, which smelled of concentration and pleasant thoughts. It was a silence that weighed on the fabric of the seat. Now and then she brushed the screen with her thumb, read a message from Lukas, did not reply. Once she raised her eyes to the mirror and met Herr Kessler's, who quickly lowered them to the road.

"Marlene."

"Yes, Frau."

"From today, when you are in my house you don't speak unless I question you. Understood?"

"Yes, Frau."

"And you don't look me in the face unless I tell you to."

"Yes, Frau."

"Good." Lena paused briefly. "You are better trained than certain others."

The sentence fell into the cabin and stayed there. Felicia looked straight ahead, at the windshield, where the black trunks of the firs slid by at a regular rhythm. Her throat was tight. Not because of the sentence. Because of the way Lena had not even looked at her while saying it.

After a quarter of an hour, on the seat between the two women in gray, something very small happened. Marlene took her left hand from her lap and laid it on the seat, a palm's width from Felicia. Ten seconds passed. Then Felicia did the same with her right. The back of one brushed the back of the other, barely. They stayed there, touching, under the flap of the coat, until the car left the woods and the daylight burst in at the window.

Lena did not notice. She was looking at her phone.

*

At Freiburg the train for Munich left ten minutes late. Lena had booked a first-class compartment, with four seats and a curtain on the corridor. She sat by the window, her bag on her knees. Marlene and Felicia took the two seats opposite, stiff, with their coats still on.

"Take off your coats. Hang them up."

They obeyed. In the compartment the heating was high, and beyond the glass the Black Forest withdrew, hill after hill, into a gray of fog. The train picked up speed.

"Marlene, go get me a coffee. With milk and no sugar." Lena handed her a banknote. "I'm giving you ten minutes."

"Yes, Frau."

Marlene went out, closing the compartment door gently. For a while there was nothing to hear but the rhythm of the rails. Lena looked at Felicia, upright in her seat, hands on her thighs.

"So."

"Yes, Frau."

"Explain to me. You owe it to me, after what happened."

Felicia swallowed. "This guest doesn't know what to explain, Frau."

"Don't be like that." Lena spoke softly, without raising her voice. "I spent a fortune, I lost months, I put my face on the line in front of Winter and that doctor. And you tell me no, at the last moment. You, who for years said yes to everything. Don't you think I should understand why?"

The rhythm of the rails covered the silence. Felicia kept her eyes down.

"Because it's the only thing this guest has left, Frau."

"The only thing you had left?" Lena laughed, dryly. "After the breasts, the voice, the hair, the name? After everything, that's all you have left?"

"Yes, Frau."

"You're ridiculous."

There was no anger in the sentence, only weariness. Lena looked away, back to the window. And at that moment she noticed that her hands were trembling slightly, and she tucked them into her bag.

Marlene came back with the coffee. She set it on the little table with care, without spilling anything. She took her place next to Felicia, stiff and composed. Neither of them looked at the other.

For the rest of the journey, Lena read her emails.

*

It was already dark when the taxi stopped in front of the building in Schwabing. A familiar yellow light filtered from the third-floor window. Lena went up first, key in hand, and opened the door.

Lukas was on the living room sofa, with a glass of whisky, his shoes on the coffee table and his shirt open. He raised his head, smiled, then saw the two women behind Lena, standing on the entrance rug with bags in their hands. His smile widened.

"Am I wrong, or" he said, sitting up "are there two sissies now?"

"You're not wrong." Lena took off her coat and let it fall on the chair. "This is Marlene. On trial for two months."

"On trial." Lukas stood and walked around her with a low whistle. "Well, look at that. And your Felicia?"

"She's coming home with me. She didn't want to finish the course."

"What do you mean, didn't want to?"

"Long story." Lena poured herself a little of his whisky. "Now I'll show you something. Marlene, come on. Undress."

Marlene set down her bag. She took off her coat, her sweater, her skirt, her underwear, one after the other, without hurry, and stood naked in the middle of the living room, hands at her sides and eyes lowered. Her breasts were high and full. Her belly was hollow. The steel cage gleamed in the lamplight.

Lena took the little silver key from her bag. She bent down and opened the lock with a click, and the cage came away.

"Look, Lukas."

Lukas came closer. He was silent a moment, then knelt and touched her with two fingers. He brushed the smooth skin, the soft emptiness where something else had once been, the small quiet sex that did not move.

"She's complete," said Lena. "For three years. Nothing. Clean. Calm."

"She's so soft." Lukas let his hand run over Marlene's hip, over her thighs, then behind. "Like silk. I've never touched anything like it." He raised his eyes to Lena, amused and hungry. "Can I use her from behind?"

"She's on trial," said Lena. "I don't see why not."

She turned to Felicia, who had stayed still on the threshold, her coat still on. She smiled.

"You, come here. Sit on the floor, next to the armchair."

Felicia obeyed. Lena sat in the leather armchair, crossed her legs, and laid a hand on her head, the way one does with a dog.

"Watch carefully. Have you seen the effect a complete sissy has on males? Now you only watch." The voice was soft, almost gentle. "It could have been you possessed by Lukas tonight. Instead it's her turn. Let it be a lesson to you."

"Yes, Frau," Felicia whispered.

*

Lukas led Marlene onto the rug, in front of the sofa, and had her get on all fours, palms open on the floor. He undressed calmly. Lena, from the armchair, observed his broad, firm body, his back, his thighs, his sex already stiff. She took a sip of whisky.

"I'll go slowly," said Lukas, bending down with the gel. "I'm curious to know what it's like."

"Do as you like, Herr," said Marlene. Her voice was low, steady.

Lukas parted her buttocks with his hands. He pushed two fingers inside, carefully, and listened as her breathing slowed. Then the tip settled and pressed forward, slowly, without forcing. Marlene took everything in with a long, trembling sigh, and Lukas stayed still, with an incredulous smile.

"Tight, and at the same time... soft. I have no words."

He began to move with long, patient thrusts. Felicia, on the floor, saw the scene from the side, up close: the white buttocks opening and closing, Lukas's hands on Marlene's hips, her breasts swaying with every stroke. An unpleasant, muddled warmth rose from her stomach to her face. It was jealousy, and it was not only jealousy. It was something darker and sweeter at once, a mix of shame and desire and tenderness, because Marlene, her forehead against her arm, wore the same concentrated expression as on the first night in the cell, when she had taken her hand.

"Tell me how you feel," Lukas asked.

"Full, Herr."

"Do you like it?"

"Yes, Herr. Very much."

Lukas sped up. The rug rubbed under Marlene's knees. She breathed in jerks, lips parted, and at a certain point began to tremble, from her shoulders to her feet. Nothing rose from the small, smooth sex, but a transparent drop fell on the rug, then another, in a continuous thread.

"Look," Lena murmured, incredulous. "It's like in the video."

"She comes without it," said Lukas, panting. "Heavens, she really comes without it." He laughed, shaking his head. Then he took her by the hips and thrust deep, twice, three times, and stopped with a low groan, emptying himself inside her. Marlene let out a thin cry and stayed motionless, shaken by slow waves, her forehead against her arm.

For a moment, lifting her face just slightly, she looked at Felicia. Only a flutter of the lashes, an instant shorter than a breath. But in Marlene's eyes, wet and exhausted, there was nothing of the sissy who serves: there was a caress, and a precise message, which Felicia understood without needing words. I'm here. It's nothing. I'm here.

Felicia lowered her eyes. She felt Lena stroke her hair, with a soft and absent hand.

"Good girl," she said. "You watched well. You learned something, didn't you?"

"Yes, Frau."

Lena did not see that Felicia, under the flap of her skirt, was gripping her fingers until it hurt.

*

That evening Lena opened the door of the service room, the one behind the kitchen, where the brooms and the ironing board used to be. Irina had cleared it the day before, on telephone orders, and had squeezed in a narrow bed, a dresser and a folded blanket. The window was small and looked onto the courtyard. It was not the study: Felicia's sofa bed would not do for two, and Lena wanted the guests away from the bedroom, behind a door that locked. The two guests came in one after the other, in cotton nightgowns.

"You sleep here. Together. Tomorrow at six in the kitchen, breakfast for three. I'll wake you." Lena lifted the crop and snapped it softly in the air. "Clear?"

"Yes, Frau."

"If I hear chatter, if I see anything out of place, remember what this is."

"Yes, Frau."

The door closed. The key turned only once, and Lena's footsteps receded on the parquet.

The darkness was complete. After a while, one hand found the other, groping, on the edge of the bed.

"Did it hurt?" Felicia whispered.

"No." Marlene pressed herself against her. "No more than any other night."

"I was afraid."

"I know." A pause. Then, softly, with warm breath in her hair: "You were right to say no."

"And now?"

"Now," said Marlene, and out of the dark came the sound of a smile, "there are two of us."


20

Home 


At the end of January, in Schwabing, the dirty snow lay piled at the edges of the street and the heating in the Hartmann home worked as it never had before. At ten past six in the morning, the kitchen already smelled of coffee and toast. This time the toast was not burned.

"The Rührei, Marlene," said Felicia, under her breath, without taking her eyes off the pan. "Low heat. If you do it on high it turns to rubber, and the Frau sends it back."

"I know, Felicia. You already told me yesterday."

"Yesterday you didn't do it."

"Yesterday Lukas was waiting for me in the bedroom."

Felicia did not answer. She moved the pan and arranged on the silver tray the cup, the butter, the plum jam, the Brötchen still warm. The tray was always the same, the one from four years of breakfasts. Under her satin robe her breasts pulled at the fabric, and between her thighs was the usual steel shell, cold. The weight of the prostheses, after seven weeks, no longer bothered her. Other things did: the stares when she went out shopping with her coat open, and the jokes of the construction workers at the corner, which Lena had declared music to her ears.

"I'll carry it," said Marlene.

"I'll carry it. It's my turn."

"Your turn was yesterday."

They looked at each other. Then Marlene smiled, and Felicia had to lower her eyes so as not to smile too. For seven weeks things had worked like this: the two of them, between one order and the next, stealing half minutes.

Lena was already awake. She was sitting on the bed, phone in hand, with an expression neither of them knew. It was not the boredom of before, nor anger. It was a strange attentiveness, almost like an office.

"Put it there," she said, without raising her head. "And stay."

"Yes, Frau."

The tray ended up on the nightstand. Lena took the Brötchen, broke it, looked at it, set it back down. On the phone screen was an email, open for a while now. Villa Linde letterhead, an elegant signature, a figure in bold at the bottom.

"Fifty thousand euros," she said. "By February fifteenth."

Neither of them breathed a word.

"You know what fifty thousand euros is, don't you? It's more than a year of my bonus." Lena put down the phone. "And do you know what I got in exchange, in seven weeks?"

"One more maid, Frau," Felicia ventured.

"One more maid. Who eats. Who uses up the hot water. Who demands, now and then, a half day of rest."

"I never asked for nothing," said Marlene, softly.

"I never asked for anything." Lena corrected her with an absent wave of her hand. "The grammar, Marlene, even when you speak softly."

"Yes, Frau. Sorry."

Lena stood up. She wore only a short nightgown and her hair was loose on her shoulders. She walked slowly around the bed and stopped in front of Marlene. With two fingers she lifted her chin.

"You're good. I have to admit it. You clean well, you cook better than I did at eighteen, you kneel without my having to say so. Lukas adores you, and Lukas adores no one."

"Thank you, Frau."

"But this is not a hotel. I can't keep you on trial and then let the trial cost as much as a car." Lena let go of her chin. "Get on all fours. Both of you."

The two women lowered themselves onto the rug, side by side, knees close. Felicia felt Marlene's warm shoulder against her side.

"In there, in the drawer," said Lena. "The strap-on. The steel one."

Felicia carried it in her mouth, crawling, and laid it at the Frau's feet, as they had taught her at Villa Linde to do with heavy objects. Lena smiled faintly. She fastened the straps around her hips, adjusted the cone-shaped base, ran gel over the round tip.

"Since this is a farewell, or nearly, I'll give you what you deserve. One at a time. Marlene first. Felicia, you kneel there, in front of her. Don't close your eyes. If you close them, we start over."

"Yes, Frau."

Felicia moved a meter, until she was facing Marlene's face, two palms away. Marlene opened herself, hands on the rug and forehead lowered.

Lena entered with her usual slowness. The round tip pushed, overcame the resistance, advanced. Marlene let her breath out in a long, hushed "ah."

"There." Lena held her hips. "See, Felicia? Look closely at how she's made. After three years she opens like a door, and doesn't even make a face."

Felicia watched. She watched the metal disappearing, the rim tightening and yielding, Marlene's back arching with each thrust. Most of all she watched the face, two palms from her own, the half-open mouth, the trembling eyelids.

"And do you know the difference?" Lena increased the rhythm. The slaps of her hips against Marlene's buttocks sounded regular, almost comfortable. "She has nothing getting in the way. Nothing that swells, nothing that stirs, nothing that demands attention when it isn't the time. Look at her. Clean. Soft. Entirely devoted to what is happening behind. Isn't that right, Marlene?"

Marlene nodded, without opening her eyes.

"I want to hear it."

"Yes, Frau. It's much better without balls."

"Better for whom?"

"For everyone, Frau. For me most of all."

"Good girl." Lena pushed all the way in and stopped there, motionless, feeling her tighten. "Did you hear, Felicia? Better without. You, instead, still have yours, your lovely burden. Locked up, of course, so it bothers no one. But you have it. It weighs, doesn't it? Every morning it reminds you that you're half one thing and half another."

"Yes, Frau."

"Yes, what?"

"It weighs, Frau."

"There. Marlene has arrived. You're still on the road, with your suitcases." Lena started moving again, harder. Marlene's breath broke into small, short sounds that landed right on Felicia's face. "Look how beautiful she is when she no longer thinks. Tell me, Felicia, wouldn't you like to be there now, in her place, without a thought?"

"Yes, Frau. Please."

"I know you want it. But I'm working here, and she deserves it more than you. She did the whole course. You only started." A sharper thrust. "She said yes when she had to say it. You said no, and let her pay the bill. Isn't that so?"

Felicia lowered her gaze.

"Eyes."

She raised them again. Marlene, two palms away, had her cheek against the rug and a thread of saliva at the corner of her mouth. Their foreheads almost touched. It was Marlene who moved her fingers slightly, sideways, until they brushed Felicia's, secretly, on the floor. Lena did not see.

"Frau," Marlene whispered after a while. "May I?"

"You may."

Marlene came without touching herself, without an erection, with a slow tremor that climbed from her back to her shoulders and tore from her a long, broken moan. Her body gave way all at once. Lena stayed inside a few seconds more, savoring it, then pulled out gently.

"Look at her well, Felicia. This is what awaits you, if you behave. An orgasm no man has ever asked you to hide, because there is nothing to hide. But now it's your turn. On all fours. There, where she just finished."

Felicia moved to the still warm spot on the rug. She opened herself too. The gel was lukewarm, the metal was not. When the cone filled her to the base, she felt the tattooed sun stretch like a drumskin. Her body, in seven weeks, had learned too well. She closed her eyes and let her voice go.

"Eyes, I said," hissed Lena, and gave her a spank that sent blood rushing to her skin. "In front of you is Marlene. That's where you look, while I take you."

Felicia opened her eyes. Marlene lay on her side, a few centimeters away, and watched her with tenderness.

"Good girl," said Lena, between two thrusts of her hips. "Do you know what I regret? That you seem born for this, and you're still not finished. Look at yourself, have you seen? That streetwalker's bosom, that open behind, and in front a little cage with two little things inside that are no use to anybody. What a waste."

"Frau..."

"Do you know what Lukas would say? That in there a real man is needed, and that instead you've got a wife with a metal tool. Is that enough for you?"

"It's enough for me, Frau."

"Liar." Lena thrust deep, grabbed her by the hair and pulled her head back. "It's never enough for you. When Lukas took her, you watched with a face that would have made a dog pity you. You thought it was your turn. And instead it was hers, because she knows her place, and you don't yet. Soon you'll like it, I know. But until then, learn to watch."

"Yes, Frau."

"Who has the best place in this house?"

"Marlene, Frau."

"And you?"

"I... I am the last, Frau."

"There. Say it again."

"I am the last, Frau. I am the last."

Lena chuckled, satisfied, and quickened again. Felicia obeyed. Her legs gave way first, then her arms. The pleasure came from within, long and lukewarm, as Greta had taught her, the kind that needed nothing else. In front, the cage stayed empty and shining. Her seed, instead, fell drop by drop on the rug, though nobody had allowed it. Marlene, facing her, did not take her eyes off her for an instant, and when Felicia's lips opened on the last moan, she moved her mouth without voice: good girl.

Lena left her with a last thrust. She unfastened the belt, laid it on the bed, sat down on the edge.

"Get up. Sit here. On the floor, at my feet."

The two guests settled, kneeling, hands in their laps. Marlene's eyes were still shining. Felicia felt her thighs wet and the awkwardness of someone who doesn't know where to look.

"So," said Lena. "I have a budget problem and a decision to make. On February fifteenth, either I pay or I send Marlene back to Villa Linde. I wrote to the doctor to ask for a discount, and she answered in two lines: no discount. The price is the one signed."

"Please, Frau."

It was Felicia. She had spoken before thinking, and immediately bit her lip.

"Who gave you leave to speak?"

"No one, Frau. I beg your pardon. But please. Don't send her away."

"Why?"

"Because..." Felicia searched for an answer and found none good enough. "Because since she's been here, this house works. And I... I'm no longer alone. I was never alone, but in these years I was. With her, no."

Lena looked at her for a long time. Marlene, beside her, did not move.

"Are you in love?"

"I don't know, Frau. I know that if she leaves, the next day I wake up and there's nothing left to wait for."

Silence. From the street came the noise of a snowplow and, farther off, a church bell. Lena stood, went to the window, pulled the curtain back a little.

"I'll tell you how things stand, Felicia. I don't want to lose either of you. I've gotten used to how this house works, to how Lukas works, to how you two work. But I don't want to pay fifty thousand euros for an experiment either. But I like Marlene. So I'll pay, if I have to."

"Frau?"

"I'll pay, but on one condition." Lena turned. "If I keep her, Felicia, if I pull out fifty thousand euros, you go back to Villa Linde for the Completion."

Felicia had the impression of feeling the floor shift by a centimeter.

"If instead you don't sign, Marlene goes back to the clinic, and tomorrow itself," Lena went on. She spoke calmly, almost gently, and it was the worst thing. "And not alone. I take you back there too, Felicia. The doctor will see to finding you a new Frau, one who wants to keep you like this, half and half. If she doesn't find one, I know a disreputable organization in Austria that knows how to make a sissy with your bosom pay. They've already written to me, you know? They've seen the videos."

"Frau, please..."

"The choice is yours. Either you sign that sheet and we stay all three together, or each goes their own way."

"Frau..."

"I'm not ordering you. The law doesn't allow it, and the doctor was very clear. You have to say it yourself, with your own mouth. If you want."

Felicia turned her head, slowly. Marlene was looking at her. She had said not a word, made not a gesture. But in her eyes, for the first time since she had entered that house, there was something uncovered, almost defenseless. A hope that was afraid to show itself.

"Marlene."

"You don't have to do it for me," said Marlene, in one breath.

"I know."

"Really. If you don't want to, I'll go back and..."

"Marlene." Felicia took her hand, without asking anyone's permission. "At the clinic you asked me if I was sure it was what I wanted. I wasn't. I don't know even now."

"Then..."

"But I know what I don't want. I don't want you to go back. And I don't want to stay here, half and half, while you're there." Felicia breathed. "You say that without is softer. You say that afterward you miss nothing, only another peace. I... I want to try to see what peace is like."

Marlene squeezed her hand, hard.

"Yes, Frau," said Felicia. Her voice was a thread. "Yes. If you keep her, I'll go back. For the Completion."

Lena did not smile. She went to the desk, opened the drawer, took out a folder. The sheet inside was the one from December: the consent form, on Villa Linde letterhead, with the blank line at the bottom, above the words the person concerned. She laid it on the little table, next to the coffee cup.

"I have a fountain pen," she said. "But if you prefer a ballpoint, no problem."

"The fountain pen, Frau."

Felicia stood up, still a little unsteady on her legs. She leaned over the little table. For a moment the pen hovered above the line. Then, slowly, it traced the name. Not the maid's name, not the guest's. Her own, in full, in her handwriting of long ago. Felix Hartmann.

"The date too."

She wrote the date.

Lena picked up the sheet, reread it in silence, folded it in three. Something passed across her face that Felicia could not make out, perhaps relief, perhaps only the satisfaction of someone closing a deal. Then she took the phone from the bed.

"Go to the kitchen. Wash the cups. And I don't want to hear so much as one broken plate."

"Yes, Frau."

The two guests went out, hand in hand until the door closed, then each with her hands in her lap, as the rules ordered. In the corridor Marlene stopped for an instant and laid her forehead against Felicia's shoulder.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"Don't thank me. In three months you may hate me."

"No." Marlene lifted her head and smiled, a true smile, wide. "In three months we'll be the same."

Behind the bedroom door, Lena had selected a number in her contacts. The phone rang twice, then a cold and courteous voice answered from the other end.

Lena sat on the edge of the bed, the folded sheet in her left hand, one leg crossed over the other. Outside, the snow began to fall again.

"Doctor Winter? This is Lena Hartmann. I have the signed consent."
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