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Biography of the author

Charmel Roses was born in the 1970s, when everything still seems possible, but always a little less achievable. He grows up and is nourished by the suggestions of great literature and cinema, moving inexorably closer to writing and art, because writing and painting, for him, is first and foremost a necessity that he cannot escape. Ranging from poetry to short stories, Charmel gives life to surreal worlds in which primal drives emerge, first and foremost the erotic tension and the madness of desire.


Proem


"Tell me, what do you want?" she asked, amused by the embarrassment and reticence with which I used to confess.

"Your feet."

"And what do you intend to do with them?"

"Look at them, portray them."

"Why?"

"Because then they will remain imprinted in my mind. Because then I will always live in the shadow of your plants: they will be my sky."


Autumn was stripping the trees bare. The red and orange began to wear away until they faded into a distant echo. Only the intertwined branches remained, reaching out toward a solid, impenetrable, distant sky.

Ludovico pulled up the collar of his coat to shelter from the wind and, hugging himself in his arms, sought some warmth, but a painful pang reached him and brought with it the perception of that absence he tried not to think about.

He was not prepared; he could not handle it. It was something he could not yet imagine. Everything was full of her. Everything depended on a glance from her, a smile from her, and he could not accept that they would no longer be there.

He felt drained, as bare as the trees along the avenue. Every morning he strolled along that street. He would pretend to do so absent-mindedly, casually, until he reached the front of his house, and then he would stop to peer past the windows, waiting for what could not be. He hoped to catch a glimpse of her face behind the glass, to hear the sound of her voice.

A little more than a month had passed and Ludovico continued to feel shaken and confused, suspended in limbo, on the threshold of a pain that had not yet fully revealed itself and was slowly eating away at him.

He walked through the gate and down the cobblestone driveway. On either side was a thick carpet of leaves that no one had been able to pick up and carry away.

Among those leaves, Alice could have danced for him. She would have laughed, with a lively, childlike joy, at the crackling of leaves beneath her feet, inviting him to join her, to love her, and to let her love him.

It was too soon. Ludovico regretted entering. He felt the weight of that joy, the emotions he felt as he walked up that short path, to the stairs that led to her abode, until he saw the smiling look, amused by the slight embarrassment that made his movements awkward and uncertain, as he reached his Teacher, eager to be able to kiss her.

It was too soon, yes. Nevertheless, he crossed the threshold and entered, in the dim light filtering through the curtains. The house appeared to him as if it had been abandoned for years. The dimness, the massive furniture, had something severe about it. It was as it had always been, yet different, as he had never seen it before.

Like a sleepwalker he advanced through those walls that had welcomed him so many times and had suddenly changed, becoming hostile.

He reached in front of the armchair pulled over by the fireplace. There where she used to read and spend winter evenings, savoring the warmth of the fireplace and the crackling of the flames. There where Ludovico also sat and read to her and caressed and warmed her cold and tired feet.

He fell to his knees sinking his face into the red fabric of the armchair and dreamed of resting his head on her lap, of holding her and breathing her in, while she stroked his hair and rummaged through his dreams and thoughts.

If she had simply abandoned him, everything would have been much easier. He would have despaired, perhaps begged her and hated her and himself, but only for a while, for long enough to be able to forget her.

He was not ready. He was too young for that pain. And she too young to go away like that and inflict the pain of hopeless absence on him.

There were many, too many, things he still wanted to say, things he still wanted to do. Things that could no longer be, that he would no longer know how to dream.

The memories Alice had left him were not enough. The kisses seemed few to him, the moments when her body had clung to his, the times he had tried to tell her how intensely he belonged to her and loved her.

He needed them again. He felt the weight of that dependence and need, the sense of that greedy, fierce love biting at his gut.

A little more than a year had passed since that first day, since that instant when he saw her and, absent-mindedly, without caring, began to dream of her.

He felt her inside him, felt her coursing through his veins, making each dream more vivid, starving his desire.

He was hers in the shadow of an instant, in the rush of a breeze changing to a storm. He was hers and she welcomed him, like a mother, nurturing him in her womb, until he realized he no longer needed anything else but her.


1st Song - Adagio

Two tracks


"Two tracks. One to go, one to return." thought Ludovico, as he landed on the platform.

He paused to watch the train start up again and continue on further, revealing the desolation of that small station.

The sun was high, scorching. The shadow of the shelters enhanced its merciless glare. Once the noise of the train vanished, the dense chatter of summer emerged, and that station appeared to him to be totally abandoned, as if it were off any course, scattered at the edge of the world.

After a brief hesitation, he crossed the tracks. At a leisurely pace, unsure of which route was appropriate to follow.

When he reached the small square outside, the sun showed itself even more fierce and merciless.

Before continuing on, Ludovico turned to look at the facade of the station. The plaster, a shade between orange and pink, was discolored and, in places, jagged with a widespread pattern of cracks. The large clock that stood out at the top was stationary, its hands indicating seven o'clock.

Despite the desolation and neglect of the place, he was surprised at how orderly its geometric, ripple-free appearance was.

"One to go, one to return," he thought again, pleased with that image, until he was convinced that it might contain the song of a sublime poem or the incipit of a brilliant novel he might have written.

He had many unfinished novels. Stories of which he had written the incipit, sometimes even a couple of chapters. All had foundered between laziness and forgetfulness, remaining sketches in limbo of what could have been.

It was because of this laziness, the lack of constancy and the rush to reach an apparent conclusion that would allow him to go further, that he generally preferred to sketch. In this way, he could rely totally on the inspiration of the moment. In drawings, even a sketch could be considered a finished work.

For a long time, he had believed that he possessed great talent. At times, this idea still surfaced and subjugated his mind, responding to the need to deny his own failures and the ruinous course of his life, so as not to acknowledge the daring and tenacious mistake that had caused him to pour all his energies into that dream he had failed to realize.

Those dreams, those supposed talents, watched and mocked him as he found himself retracing those paths from which he had tried to escape.

Nothing had changed, everything was shrouded in a fierce and unchanging time, or so it seemed to him, as he walked home.

On instinct, he cast a glance there where his father used to park his car and wait for him.

From the train station, the distance he would have to travel was about five kilometers. He could have gone to the bus stop or, more simply, alerted his brother of his arrival, but in the end, he decided to continue on foot, in complete solitude.

His long hair was hot and he tied it up in a sort of bun. In doing so, he also considered how much more appropriate it was in those places to avoid letting it blow free in the wind, so as not to attract more attention and curiosity than he wished.

He knew that this expedient would serve little purpose. As before, he would be the object of more or less subdued stares and mutterings, uttered in a narrow dialect that he often could not even understand.

He was not sad; perhaps he was just surprised. Or maybe not, not even that. A vague, muffled sense of apathy, enveloped his thoughts and perception of life. He progressed tentatively, out of inertia and did not live, no, he was not capable of it.

He was a dreamer, a somnambulist, and through the smoky veil of his dreams, he observed with growing detachment the life that flowed by him.

The funeral was to be held in the afternoon. First, he would have to endure the parade of people he barely knew expressing condolences for his loss.

He wished he could have avoided it, shirked that commitment. Probably, it was precisely the obligation to participate in that strange and useless pantomime that was the most unpleasant aspect of that moment.

It was perhaps a little late to tergiversate, but he chose anyway to lengthen the journey by passing through the country lanes outside the village, the same ones he used to ride his bicycle during his childhood, through the paths traced by blackberry brambles, in the meager shade that bordered the sunny expanses of the countryside abandoned to its fate, where a few crops and old ruined farmhouses could be glimpsed.

The song of the cicadas became more and more intense and so did the buzzing of the insects from which Ludovico listlessly defended himself.

He had never liked insects. He had always hated the countryside. It was not where he had been born, it did not belong to him, but, after so long, perhaps he felt a vague nostalgia for it.

He allowed himself to be crossed by the echo of distant voices dispensing good advice.

The time would come when that pain would emerge, would resurface amidst the guilt.

Eventually, it would change the way he felt, he would understand what he was pretending to ignore, what he was trying to repress.

Yes, it could have been so. So could anyone has told him, uttering those sentences with an air of sorrow and reproach.

The possibility of that occurring seemed to him quite remote. Those considerations, which he might have thought wise and true, dictated by common sense, could not foresee, nor accept, that exceptions existed. It was not permissible to think that an individual could detach himself and feel estranged from those who had generated him.

Yet, for Ludovico, it was so. There had been a time, of which he retained no memory, when he had rediscovered himself alone and distant from everything around him. An initially painful time, which had later generated a kind of discomfort with those ties that burdened him, making them seem to him similar to an original sin that he could not, in any way, atone for.

In that time, he had matured a deaf indifference that had enabled him to achieve what he considered to be full emotional and spiritual emancipation, of which he was extremely proud and jealous.

Some, many indeed, would have called him ungrateful and scorned the honesty of his thinking, with the clear intent to offend and hurt him, to the point of causing him to doubt and deny himself.

Those many, however, ignored Ludovico's misgivings about the idea that it was right and necessary, to be grateful to one's parents for the gift of life. He believed, on the contrary, that the one who, with arrogance and recklessness, decided to throw a being into the stream of life, should consider himself forever guilty of and indebted to that existence that arose out of levity or whim.

He did not hate his father. He simply did not feel connected to him, not in the way one would expect of a son. And, for that reason, he could not see his loss as a traumatic event.

What distressed him at the time was the foreboding and worry about the future that awaited him.

Sadly, with regret and a tinge of shame, he had to acknowledge that he was unable to provide for himself.

Spiritual emancipation had never been followed, as would have been right and proper, by material emancipation. He had always floundered as he tried to realize his dreams, needing the continuous financial support that his family could offer him.

Had he at least managed to finish his university studies, perhaps, everything would have been different, somewhat better, or simply less tiring.

He could have regretted it, yes. He could regret that failure, but not with enough conviction, nor with the necessary determination that might have enabled him to pick up what he had left undone and take that handful of exams that separated him from the finish line.

He did not care, not enough, and, at the end of the day, he could equally count himself lucky. Together with his brother, he would inherit the driving school. He would, finally, despite everything, become an adult, accepting that fate to which everyone in the village, and especially his father, believed he was destined.

Such an idea, should have shocked him, but he was too tired and, by now, increasingly inclined to resignation. All he had left were the dreams, those dreams that made sense only because they could be dreamed. Those dreams in which he could always lose himself, in which he could recognize the meaning of his own existence, of his being so distant and indifferent to life.

Yes, he was tired, he did not care, and he kept telling himself that, all things considered, the reality that lay ahead of him was not so bad. Yet, the echo, the foreboding of sharp pain, was beginning to make its way in, tearing through the quiet torpor in which his mind had become holed up.

He thus reached, distractedly, the front door of that house to which he had had to return.

Even before he crossed the threshold and poured into the courtyard, he heard a murmur, a confused gibberish that made no sense. They were indistinct words, thrown out like puffs of smoke, in a low voice, careful not to disturb the dead man's sleep.

He regretted that he had not asked his brother to pick him up at the station. He had not foreseen, nor had he thought, of the obvious possibility of finding himself passing alone among the large crowd of onlookers who would probably not recognize him and would have stared for a long time at his uncertain, hesitant steps, perhaps detecting, with a dubious and questioning air, his unintended resemblance to the deceased.

"Like a Ulysses." he thought and caught his breath, as when, at the sea, he was preparing to dive into the still too icy morning water.

He found a few scattered and compact groups of people, isolated in small dense circles, resembling strongholds.

He cast a fleeting glance at them, just long enough to look for the eyes of some family member to come toward him and to whom he could cling, but then, immediately, he quickened his pace and dribbled his way through the small crowd until he gained an opening that allowed him to reach the entrance to the house.

Even before his eyes could adjust to the dimness of the interior and distinguish the figures present, Adele ran up to him with outstretched arms and held him and kissed him hard on the cheeks.

She seemed to him older than he remembered, older than he might have expected. Still, it did not seem to him that long since they had last seen each other.

"Come, come and see him," she said, in a feeble, moved voice.

Though reluctantly, Ludovico followed his mother, knowing that he could not escape that ritual aimed at forcing the necessary manifestation of suffering, most appropriate for that kind of occasion.

He barely looked at the composed body lying on the bed, unsure of what expression he should use to simulate the pain everyone expected him to feel.

The annoyance and discomfort increased when his mother asked him if he wanted to touch him. He found that request senseless and beyond intrusive. What did she expect, for him to hug him, to kiss him, to cry desperately over his body? He wondered if she had reacted that way, if she had wept and despaired over his lifeless body.

"Probably so." he concluded to himself. And he felt a certain annoyance at those images, at that display of emotions that appeared conventional and posturing to him.

It was a display that too closely reflected what others expected to see to be truly spontaneous and sincere.

Ludovico was convinced that so ingrained was that idea that emotions had to be expressed in the most appropriate way, that even in solitude, when no one was watching, it was not possible to manifest them otherwise and that any attempt to escape that sort of charade was futile.

He was not capable of that. He had difficulty expressing his emotions, even feeling them. And it was strange, because everyone believed that his soul was extremely sensitive.

Perhaps at one time it had been. When he was a child, many felt that his sensitivity was excessive, especially for a male. He recalled that, because of it, he had felt laughed at, forced to feel ashamed, and it may be that, for this reason, indulging a natural survival instinct, he had begun to repress himself, to make sure that his emotions did not seep out, as was rightly expected of a man.

It was probably in this way, that he had learned to stop being sensitive, to observe and feel life with indifference, as if nothing mattered. Yes, this might have been the reason for his emotional apathy, but it was too conventional and obvious an idea, and Ludovico did not like it much, because it made him feel weak and ridiculous.

"If you do not allow others to penetrate you, how can you think, in turn, that you can penetrate others?"

These words resurfaced in his mind and he saw Giuliana again, her attempts to get him to open up, putting into practice the notions of psychoanalysis he was still learning at the university.

The time they had spent together had been brief, so brief that he could not help but consider it insignificant, but he had liked those words and, from time to time, he liked to recall them and play with them.

He reached out a hand and brushed those that the dead man held conjoined on his chest. He did it quickly, wishing that moment would end soon and let him go free.

He was certain that no one would notice the obvious discomfort he felt. They would have interpreted it, if anything, as an act dictated by excessive and irrepressible emotion. And, after all, that was all that mattered, what others would see and think of his behavior.


2nd Song - Largo

Rosaria's cherries


The room in which he had grown up, in which he had cultivated his solitude and his dreams, welcomed him as if he had never left it.

He ran his gaze along those spaces that seemed more cramped than he remembered them and lingered, a few moments, on the bookcase where the books he had spent his summers with were crowded.

He could still smell the smells and the noisy silences of those days in which he holed up, of that loneliness whose pain he no longer perceived and which, long ago, he could no longer do without, becoming a compliant accomplice of his own executioner.

Slipping into that strange nostalgia, he observed the wall on which his early drawings were still fixed and, below them, the desk whose mess of papers he remembered, the drawers in which he hid what no one was ever supposed to read.

Rosaria was also at the funeral. It seemed strange to him to see her again after so many years. A memory, almost forgotten, returned with a light step that could hardly be heard.

She still seemed very attractive to him, with her long raven hair held up and the disheveled locks falling over her neck.

The freshness of a wild and cheeky beauty had given way to the allure of a more mature sensuality, capable of spreading an intense and lingering scent.

Certainly, however, she was less beautiful than she had appeared to him those days when he spied her and caressed the voluptuousness of her seated figure, sheltered by the shade of the courtyard he overlooked, leaning out of his own bedroom window with the naive illusion of not being noticed.

She could not know, Rosaria, what desires and fantasies she had generated in that past time when she delighted in the gaze of that shy and insecure teenager.

When she approached, for a brief greeting, Ludovico absentmindedly peeked at her feet and, through the leather weave of the sandals she wore, glimpsed her tapered toes and nails lacquered a vivid red.

He thought back to that day when she offered him a drink. Images were still vivid of the glass into which she poured the wine that her family produced and of that joking, smiling expression with which she told him that it came from the grapes she herself had crushed, crushing each grain with her own feet.

Ludovico, at first, blushed. He wondered if that joke was not an omen of suspicion and if, somehow, Rosaria had sensed his desires. Then he cast a glance at her feet and imagined her dipping them inside a tub filled with red grapes, pressing them under the sun on a hot late summer day.

"Doesn't that gross you out?" she had asked him, Rosaria, before handing him the glass.

With a mocking smile, she urged him to drink and quench his thirst with the liquid, prompting him to imagine that it might retain the taste of those feet that had pressed it.

"I'm sure it will taste delicious." was Ludovico's reply and he grabbed the glass, drinking the wine all in one gulp.

Thereafter, he fantasized numerous times about how Rosaria might react to the boldness of his words.

He imagined her pressing him and unmasking his desire. He became aroused seeing himself lying beneath her, pressed like grapes by her soft, whimsical plants.

Time had changed his perception of that memory, and as he relived it, he seemed to notice a slight embarrassment in Rosaria's eyes, as if she had sensed the flattery and longing of those words and greeted them with shy demureness.

There were many, too many, such memories populating her mind. Memories of dreams and loneliness superimposed on the reality of life that flowed outside and barely touched him.

He had fought, perhaps not much and with little conviction, and finally surrendered and resigned himself to that cozy solitude, staying among the images he could generate, among the emotions that could inflame his senses without hurting him.

He thought it would always be like this, believed that life would meekly bow down without demanding satisfaction for the sins committed and for that feigned apathy with which he pretended he could exist peacefully.

He had always remained very far from the possibility of realizing those dreams. He had persuaded himself that they were too shameful to be expressed and experienced. And the vague and timid attempts to communicate them, to overcome that shame that oppressed him, had always proved a failure.

He had learned to show only what could be accepted. The women he had met knew how to appreciate his romantic and adoring attitude. They felt attracted and yielded, with some reservation, to the ardor with which he could bow and reverence them. The chaste, passionate, but never too intrusive kisses with which he could brush their hands or even lick, hushing the intensity of his own arousal, their tender feet, were welcomed as if they were expressions of an exhausting and affected romanticism that flattered them, suspending, momentarily, the perception that it was something bizarre.

Ludovico, however, desired and dreamed of much more, but he knew how to be content and take only what he was allowed. The intensity and reality of his ardor were not revealed, but equally they emerged, though without being fully understood.

Those women, at first seduced by his adoring ways, later began to show a certain annoyance, to despise his vaguely submissive attitude. And Ludovico found confirmation of his fears and, as best he could, tried to overcome the pain of that always half-lived dream that was rapidly crumbling.

When that desire emerged, during puberty, it left him dismayed. He did not know where it originated and why it haunted him.

He remembered, yes, some distant images. He was reminded of his aunt's feet with which, without a reason, he loved to play under the table. He remembered taking pleasure in breathing them in, rubbing his face under the plant. That same aunt remembered spying on her as she rested her feet in her husband's lap, abandoned to the loving care of his hands, as if it were right, natural, to satisfy and benefit from that desire that was beginning to give Ludovico a vague and uncertain embarrassment.

And there were, then, those games of which he remembered neither the beginning nor the end. The afternoons spent in secret with his little cousin, a little older than himself, whose slave he agreed to be, getting, with growing pleasure and gratitude, that she would order him to lick her feet or smell the socks he had just taken off, without retracting or objecting, when, on a whim, he rubbed them on her face and shoved them into her mouth.

It was perhaps these memories, these small, innocent events, that had aroused and shaped his mind, generating those desires for which he knew he should feel ashamed, but which, in spite of everything, he was unable to escape.

During his first, lonely forays into his own sexuality, countless times, he had promised himself that he would never again give in to those desires, but then, almost as if he had no awareness of it, that desire, so like a madness, always managed to sneak up on him and get the better of his senses, overcoming all the good intentions with which he tried to ward it off.

Unlike his peers who exchanged, in great secrecy, magazines and videotapes of porn films, Ludovico could benefit from more readily available images, which he could contemplate with apparent innocence.

Any magazine with pictures from the world of entertainment was more than enough to fuel his fantasies. And still, he could recall, almost with tenderness and nostalgia, that photo depicting Lorella Cuccarini with short hair and fishnet stockings. She was sitting with her feet crossed on the edge of a desk, and he could dream of kneeling and licking her soles, responding to the invitation she seemed to be issuing to him.

"Self-acceptance, resignation to life being simply the way it is, in the only way it can be." he muttered to himself as he drowned in those thoughts.

Ludovico had learned to live with his own pain, to manage it, being content to dream from time to time to feed those desires that besieged his mind.

After all, everything was simple. Simple, just as it had always been. And, thus, he could adapt, accept that he was back in that small town from which he had always wanted to escape. To do the work he had always hated.

Youth, real youth, that time when one could imagine a different life, endless possibilities, was gone. He was left with loneliness, the serene melancholy of those fantasies in which he could lose himself, forgetting the reality of the world around him.

To be well, he needed only small habits capable of distracting him, those moments when he could sit among his thoughts and transcribe them to give shape to the emotions screaming in his head.

He lit a cigarette and cast his gaze beyond that window in front of which he had spent, overlooking the courtyard of the neighboring house, numerous hours of his own adolescence.

He wondered if Rosaria still used to sit there, on one of those plastic chairs, her feet playing lazily with her clogs, before she got rid of them and reached the edge of the small table in front of her.

Those clogs, they had always fascinated him greatly. Not because of any supposed aesthetic beauty, but because of what they represented and held. They were footwear that expressed the intimacy of an everyday dimension, the total absence of modesty. The worn wood became impregnated with the smell and taste of each step and, on it, the design of the plant remained imprinted.

Often, he had imagined that he could bend down and lick those hooves as soon as Rosaria removed them. On that surface he could have found traces of his plants' sweat, perhaps even a few drops. And he could have tried, with his own tongue, to erase the pattern that the foot had imprinted in the wood and feel that thick, overpowering smell, in which every moment of those hot summer days was condensed, take over his breath.

Ludovico had never been able to conquer his own shyness, but he was no longer the little boy who was confused by a mere glance and whom Rosaria could easily put in awe. By now he was a man and she could have considered him a catch as well.

Of course, he was totally different from the other men in the village. He had hair as long as a woman's, and his overly polite and polite manners could make him appear exceedingly strange in that rough and savage context that was not afraid to be brutal.

Nevertheless, Ludovico could boast of a charm and beauty that others lacked and, thanks to the driving school he had just inherited, a good social standing as well.

Rosaria might have found him attractive. Perhaps she would have found his manner pleasing and would have liked the idea that he adored her.

Certainly, no one had ever kissed her feet, but perhaps, she, though she did not know it, had always wanted to.

Ludovico began to caress the voluptuousness of that thought, to imagine going to Rosaria's house, to be much bolder than he actually was.

He would speak to her in dialect, as he had never been able to do. He would have made sure that she could sense his desires by telling her that her toes, with their nails painted red, were as beautiful as cherries.

Rosaria had always appeared to him to be prone to an attitude that he knew to be overbearing and arrogant. It seemed simple to him, natural, that a good opportunity might present itself that would allow him to find himself at her feet, perhaps for a massage.

He would have surprised her, and he already imagined her smiling, ready to taunt him, taking pleasure in the remission of this man she had studied, who came from the city and towards whom, perhaps, she felt inadequate.

For that very reason, she might have enjoyed his prostration more and the chance to see him humiliated and submissive to her will.

"You have studied. You went to the big schools, even the university. Maybe you even feel superior. Instead, I am in charge. I am the Mistress. You are just a slave, a dog!" she might have said, to taunt and humiliate him, while he, crouching, licked her feet.

That idea excited him, more than he could really like. He stroked and followed the quivering of his growing erection as he fantasized about Rosaria's singing voice taunting him and urging him to keep licking her feet, to clean them properly, especially between her toes.

He imagined feeling her warm, sweat-greased soles, being pervaded by their pungent aroma, invaded by the thick, salty flavor he would pick up with his tongue.

"Foot-licker", that's what she would have called him, and she would have enjoyed rubbing her feet in his face, laughing contentedly, loudly, at the humiliation she would inflict on him.

Such was the eagerness with which he went into those fantasies, that he almost ended up convincing himself that Rosaria was capable of treating him that way, that she could fully enjoy his prostration.

Was this perhaps what he desired? To be humiliated, laughed at, punished for those dastardly desires? And was it perhaps this torment that made the images of his dreams murky, that denied him the possibility of reaching that light to which his spirit yearned.

Ludovico pursued that desire, plunged into it, until he felt it fulfilled by the hot, viscous stream that brought him back to the reality of that murky concupiscence that imprisoned and tormented his mind.


3rd Song - Moved

A bohemian artist


The rooms were stark and overwhelmingly white, swallowing everything. Ludovico took a seat on one of the chairs in the entrance hall, near the counter that served as the secretary's office, there where, so many times in the past, he used to wait for his father while he lectured in the adjacent room.

The sounds rumbled, bouncing from one wall to another. They were lifeless noises, filled with absence. They came from the provincial road that ran in front of the driving school. Cars were speeding by and the sound of the engine covered everything else, breaking the long, thick silences in which, the building was immersed.

It was as if he were on a highway. Sounds and silences of that kind, Ludovico, he had found only in the parking lots of truck stops.

Not even the life of the pine forest, not far from there, could break that absolute, oppressive emptiness. That nothingness was too dense and nothing and no one could scratch it.

The strange thing was that even though he hated that environment and those sounds, Ludovico could not help but find, in them, something soothing, almost soporific, and as he waited, he struggled not a little not to sink into a deep sleep.

That day, he would teach his first class. His brother Armando had finally managed to convince him to begin, overcoming his reluctance.

For a while, Ludovico, had managed to stave off this inevitable moment.

Taking advantage of the long time since he had qualified as a teacher, he was able to lie about the need he had to go over those studies and stall for as long as possible.

In fact, it did not take him long to refresh his memory, either in books or by attending the lectures given by his brother. What really bothered him was the idea of having to face an audience, and he knew it would be no use trying to explain it to Armando.

The latter, he had a real veneration for Ludovico. It could even be said that he felt a slight inferiority complex toward him. He was convinced, Armando, as well as anyone else, that it was destined for his brother to take his father's place at the helm of the driving school.

Perhaps, however, more than worrying that Armando might not understand the reasons for his agitation, Ludovico was concerned not to expose his own weaknesses to him.

He found himself almost doubting the sincerity of his brother's affection and wondered if he did not wish to witness his failure.

With his stomach in turmoil, he watched the procession of students crossing the threshold. They were faces he had learned to memorize, watching them as they attended his brother's classes. Their apparent familiarity would help him feel less burdened when he would have to step into the teacher's shoes.

With this in mind, he tried to calm himself as he took a seat behind the desk, under the large screen on which the street signs appeared.

Persuaded that there was nothing more he could do to escape that fate, Ludovico took a deep breath and tried not to mind the eyes fixed on him and what they might think, perceiving him as a foreign body. He tried to forget and ignore the difficulties he encountered when he had to pronounce the letter "r" correctly and to overcome that slight tremor that slackened his voice.

They were difficulties, after all, that he had already encountered and never overcome while taking university exams. Difficulties amplified by the fact that judging him was not a lecturer who could have understood and glossed over the emotion and awkwardness with which he expressed himself, but a dozen or so of his pupils who would later laugh at him and his quirks.

"It doesn't matter, it doesn't matter at all.", he told himself again and again, even on that occasion. And that was his only lifeline. The only way he could handle that and so many other situations he would gladly have lived without.

It seemed to him, when that ordeal ended, that it had gone much better than he had expected, but he felt exhausted by that exercise and the idea of having to repeat it day after day, for all the years he still had left to live.

After all, he had no reason to worry about the judgment of those people. He had always despised them and knew he could intimidate them by boasting a blatant superiority to them.

He had always been this way, even when he was a child. This exposed him to their ridicule or anger, but it also allowed him to arouse envy and admiration.

Despite all his reasoning about his own ability to readjust to those places, he began to feel a painful nostalgia for city life, for the normalcy that seemed extravagant in a small town.

He reviewed the downtown streets where he used to stroll without anyone paying attention to him. The café where he could pause, sitting at a small table, writing or drawing. He realized that he needed to find, even there, something like that, something to make that return less harrowing.

He took the car and began to wander. He drove as far as he could from the dreariness and squalor, the din and ignorance of the many bars where men sat playing cards and talking soccer.

He found himself retracing the escape routes he was allowed during his adolescence, when he still believed that there was a place where he could belong and where he could be happy, until he found himself in one of the neighboring towns, the one he could think of as most like a city.

It was an ancient village, founded by the Normans, and in spite of the neglect and neglect, the presence of some medieval churches also attracted a small number of tourists, making those streets more populous and alive.

In some ways, Ludovico felt akin to that place. It was unusually large as a town, but too small to be a city. A missed city, that is! In which there were all the high schools and even a university faculty.

When he was a teenager and attended it as a high school student, that place represented, for him, the first step away from the existence that did not belong to him and that he did not want to be a part of.

It was not exactly what Ludovico wanted, but it was still something he could hold on to, something he could, all things considered, be content with.

He recalled the presence of a small bar, in the vicinity of the high school he had attended, in whose halls, between the jukebox and the video games, he had repeatedly holed up when he skipped school.

It was also probably the place where he had first gotten drunk and, certainly, the place where he had started smoking.

Ludovico parked his car and walked through the small streets that retained the semblance of the village from which that town had sprung.

Observing the cobblestones, listening to the sound his footsteps made, he considered how similar it was, after all, to the city streets he had loved to walk.

He skirted the boundary wall behind the high school. He caressed the images of his teenage years; he could almost taste a first kiss. Those had not been happy times. Yet, from that time, something was missing. Perhaps what he felt he had not had; what he knew he would never be able to get again.

So ineffable and confusing was that feeling that he could not understand whether that something really existed, whether it could be more than a nothingness whose lack he could only sense.

A restrained motion of anger passed through him as he kept telling himself that it did not matter, and he averted his gaze from those memories and walked forward along a narrow street, reaching the main street that the school overlooked.

The café was a hundred meters from the entrance to the high school, in a small recess resembling a lonely ravine hidden by the cliffs.

He was almost surprised when he saw it, noting how identical it remained to the images he held in his memory. He had the certainty, then, that that might be the only place where he was allowed to stop and enjoy the fading glare of his own dreams.

With this certainty, he took a seat at one of the small tables outside. He ordered a coffee and then squinted his eyes, to breathe in the silent air in which the echo of a distant murmur was heard, of a life that manifested its presence with discretion and indifference.

Everything was the same, but he began to realize that he had changed, more than he could have imagined. And perhaps even those places could look different and be experienced in the light of a new awareness.

He did not feel much like writing or drawing. He did not feel inspired at that moment, but he needed to do it, to pretend that he had not abandoned the city he had been trying to hang on to. So, he took out the notebook he used to use and placed his pen on the blank sheet of paper, playing the part of the bohemian artist.

He knew, deep down, that posing that way made him look ridiculous and childish. He knew it was so both in that country and in a big city, but he could not help it, because imitating the characters in the books he loved soothed him, distracting him from the pain he felt about life and himself.

It is hard to explain that rapture, the grip that grips the spirit. The blood pumps harder and is inflamed; every fiber of being tenses and vibrates, condensing into that moment in which the whole meaning of one's life seems enclosed.

This was what Ludovico felt. These were the emotions that made their way into his mind when Alice appeared to him, Madonna-like, on that summer afternoon.

It was not because of her beauty or the delicate harmony and grace of her features and their expression. There was something more in that face, something indefinite that only he could perceive. It was like the emotion of a memory, a mysterious familiarity, the torment and joy of a crystal dream.

She began to portray him, to try to follow and reach the essence of that arcane beauty.

She had only a simple pencil; she could not have reproduced the soft shades of the refined porcelain-like complexion, the iridescent, leaf-colored green of her eyes, or the bright red highlights in the waves of her dark hair. And, he probably could not have recreated that admirable and complex harmony of light and color, even having all the necessary tools. All he could do was surrender to the need to reach out toward that image to try to make it his own and let it enter him, possess him, as he deluded himself into thinking he could grasp it.

Despite Ludovico's clumsy attempts, Alice could not help but notice the excessive attention he was showing toward her person. His gazes were insistent and she would usually have considered them beyond intrusive and unpleasant, were it not for the tender shyness with which they sneered at her.

She guessed the reason why he was watching her like that, wandering, frantically, from her face to the pad of papers he held before him.

She moved closer and managed to catch him by surprise, leaning over those papers before he could hide them.

"I hope you don't mind." Ludovico told her pleadingly, handing her the unfinished portrait.

Alice observed and recognized her own face. She sensed the passion in those pencil strokes and tried not to show the intense emotion she gave him.

"Bravo. Very good. But I'm sure you can do better." she said and returned the paper to him, inviting him to continue.

Alice sat down across from him. Initially, almost as if to punish his boldness, she pursued him with her own gaze, gaining the surrender of his eyes that tried to escape her.

She smiled and felt tenderness at his white blush and that almost childlike shyness. Then, taking pity on him, she turned her gaze away, allowing him to continue, more easily, with the study of her face.

The street overlooked by the bar tables was lined with trees. One of them, it began to cast its shadow there where Ludovico and Alice sat. On her face, however, fell a pattern of sun drops that filtered through the thick foliage.

Ludovico despaired at the beauty of that play of light, and though he was foolish and foolish, he felt that he loved that mysterious woman and ached at the idea that he could never come close to touching the soft, rosy pallor of her skin.

"Does this happen to you often?" asked Alice of him.

"What?" echoed Ludovico, trying to shake off the shy and intimidated air that usually accompanied him, especially when a woman was speaking to him.

"Of portraying strangers."

"I know that might sound disbelieving, but it's the first time."

"Yes, it is hardly credible, I might even take offense. Picasso, when he wanted to seduce a woman, would tell her that she reminded him of one of his own paintings. Artists are constantly looking for emotions. I know, because so am I. And men, especially artists, always tend to lie."

"You said you are an artist. Do you also tend to lie?" he answered her, breaking out into a vaguely swaggering attitude.

"I'm not a man. I am a woman. I know what I want and I know what I don't want. I don't need to lie. Besides, I am a musician. Music is a different art form: it's often indecipherable, but it's honest." she explained to him, with a whimsical, arrogant motion that seemed to want to scold him.

"So, whatever I tell you, you'll think it's a lie?" asked Ludovico, almost with some sadness.

"No. I still don't know you. I can give you the benefit of the doubt." she replied, increasingly surprised at the tenderness that this stranger managed to inspire in her.

"What is your instrument?"

"Take a guess." said Alice, holding out her hands to him.

Ludovico stroked and felt her palm and fingertips. It was not easy to overcome the excitement that that contact brought him; he felt a chill run down his spine and inflame his senses, but he did his best to keep it at bay, until he was able to escape, at least in part, the bewilderment that would inevitably make him look stupid.

On her left hand, she discerned small calluses on the tips of her fingers, similar to those he also had, procured by the guitar strings. They seemed to be absent from her right hand, but in the palm of this one, he sensed a slight thickening of the skin, near the mound, which suggested to him the possible use of a bow.

"The violin?" he asked, in an uncertain voice.

"Yes, that's right. Very good. I'd say you might deserve a reward." she said, pleased and impressed by his perceptiveness, but, even more, amused by his clumsiness and the ease with which he blurred and blushed.

"What reward?" he hastened to ask her, in a trembling voice.

"The chance to make a wish. If I like it, I can decide whether it also deserves to be granted."

"A wish?" asked Ludovico, almost stammering.

Keeping calm in order to avoid appearing ridiculous and muffled, it seemed increasingly difficult for him and he felt lost at that unexpected proposal.

"Yes, a wish. Come on, come on... Don't let this chance slip away, it won't happen again." she urged him, prodding his shyness.

"I'd like to listen to your notes." said Ludovico, all in one breath, trying to escape Alice's probing gaze.

She smiled at that request and all the other words he was silencing from her. Ludovico reminded him of a shy wildflower, eager to bloom and stretch its petals toward the sun.


4th Song - Moderate

Alice watches the cats


"Alice looks at the cats and the cats look into the sun," hummed Alice, still sleepy, walking barefoot to the kitchen, looking for a drop of coffee left over from the day before.

She thought back to her father, to when she was a child and he sang that song to her, to the loving look he gave her, to the way he stroked her curls.

She spied in the direction of the cello placed in the corner of the living room, almost hoping to find him there, intent on tuning it, before she began practicing and playing.

Abigail, with her coat all black, and Sakura, completely white except for a black, bangs-like spot on her head, sat on the windowsill. With sun-filled eyes, they watched life in the garden beyond the window. Alice petted them and stayed with them for a while, trying, absent-mindedly, to catch those movements that attracted her cats' attention.

Perhaps they weren't looking at anything, they were simply absorbed in their own thoughts, and a veil of nostalgia clouded Alice's gaze, who, like so many other times, wished she could be a cat, to be able to stay there, on that windowsill, to be able to stretch and snuggle, enjoying the sound of the garden and the warmth of the sun.

With these thoughts, she continued toward the kitchen. Just as he hoped, in the mocha, he found a last drop of coffee and drank that, putting off the moment when he would have to make it again.

"Maybe, someone else could take care of making it and bring it to me in to bed... Who knows!" she said to herself, as she sank into the armchair next to the unlit fireplace.

Just like a cat, she stretched, stretching her feet on the cushions scattered on the floor, and lit a cigarette.

With her head tilted back, she amused herself by throwing a few circles of smoke ringing it with her own thoughts and watched the way it changed shape, until it appeared similar to the lines of a sheet of music on which to compose melodies.

Abigail jumped into her arms and she pulled her up by her paws, making her stand. Clutching her cigarette between her lips, she swayed, playfully, her cat, dancing to the music she seemed to glimpse in the coils of smoke.

"Yes, she could do that," she reasoned back, smiling with satisfaction and mischief at the image of Ludovico.

She reviewed the shy reverence with which he had looked at her as he tried to retract her and the gasps with which he responded to her, trying not to be self-conscious.

She sucked in a new puff of smoke. He pushed it away from himself whimsically, almost spitefully. This time, instead of a score, she saw Ludovico's face.

He was purple, and she enjoyed adding to his discomfort by showing him how majestic she could be and how easily she managed to awe him.

"Cheeky and haughty." she thought, with a proud but cheerful look on her face, as Ludovico's image appeared smaller and more fragile to her.

She lifted one foot. With the toe she stroked his face. She drew the outline of his lips, then smoothed his long hair.

"My big toe is my paintbrush. I can portray and recreate you, better than any artist could." she could have told him.

"Yes, it's nice... It's not bad! Who knows, who knows... What do you think?" she said, turning to Abigail, who meanwhile had snuggled into her lap and begun to hum as she stroked her.

That thought soothed her. She would have liked to call him on the phone, to enjoy listening to his voice hesitating and stammering, uttering disconnected words.

She liked that shyness, that slightly awkward manner and his appearance as a bohemian artist who had come from who knows what another era.

They were to meet that evening, and Alice, for a moment, felt some apprehension and wondered if her friend would show up or if, overcome by that excessive shyness, he might decide to desert their date.

"No, he wouldn't do that." she thought and was certain, even in the knowledge that the man was little more than a stranger.

"I have a vague feeling that I know him, you know? There's a familiarity, in him." she said, turning again to Abigail, stroking her belly.

"Family, familia, famulus... I wonder if he knows Latin." she continued to say, looking thoughtful, trusting that he could grasp the meaning of her speech and the richness of those words.

"Yes, yes... I do believe I know him." she concluded, stretching back as she began to wonder what she might wear that evening.

The phone began to ring. The cat jumped off Alice's legs. She gasped and curled up in the armchair clutching her head in her hands.

"No, Mom!" she exclaimed.

She was certain it was her. For some mysterious reason, the phone seemed to ring more insistently, petulantly, when she was the one calling.

"She'll want to know how I am, if I'm up, what I want to eat for lunch tomorrow! No, not right now! And I still have all the homework to correct." she complained, casting a glance at the small table on which awaited her a voluminous bundle of papers with Latin versions done by her pupils.


5th Song - Grave

Black sun


The fan blades cleaved the dense air of a lazy afternoon. Between the crumpled and sweaty sheets, Ludovico let himself be carried away by that monotonous sound, similar to the flowing of water.

In a drowsy, hallucination-like state, he followed the images that that sound suggested to him. He found himself among the pools of a swimming pool. He saw the splashes of sunlight on the grass, the blue tiles, the chattering and shouts of celebration.

It was a distant day, a day from his childhood. It was something he did not remember, but it was there in the flashes that revealed, time after time, a new detail.

That sound that accompanied his visions suddenly began to mutate, until it overlapped with the sound of the waves of the sea. He saw his father again and saw himself as a child. They were standing next to the wall of a beach bungalow. The shore was not far away, but it seemed so far away to him.

There were two children, a little older than him, about to dive in. They were his cousins, but he could no longer remember their names. It had been a long time since he had seen them; they were total strangers to him. Probably, the last time he had met them had been on that scattered day in his memory.

They were cheerful, happy. They were having fun as if nothing could bother them. He, on the other hand, was distressed, pervaded by rancor and uneasiness at his father's voice scolding him.

He was trying, to no avail, to persuade him to abandon the life-preserving donut and put on the booms, and harshly threatening him, preventing him from running to that beach and throwing himself into the sea.

With annoyance, Ludovico detached himself from that scene. He returned to the pool, to the blue tiles. He began to observe one in particular, until the environment changed again.

Annalisa sat on the edge of a pool. She was still a child, but to Ludovico's eyes she already looked like an adult. He was smaller, not by much, about two years old. He was three, and innocently, without any fear, he could declare his feelings to his little cousin and believe, to the point of convincing himself, that when he grew up he would marry her.

Like the most tender and ardent of lovers, he was always close to her and demanded to be able to receive her love and attention. And so great was the arrogance and need for that love that he felt deeply hurt and humiliated when the day came when what he felt he could demand was denied him.

He reviewed the blurred images of those moments. He recalled the sunlight on the tiles of the bathroom where he had followed his cousin. She was in the company of a friend who had gone to visit her. They chatted as if he did not exist, as if he was a superfluous, perhaps even annoying and unwanted presence.

Ludovico was more petulant than he could remember, and he was surprised by the vehemence with which his cousin Annalisa, annoyed by his insistence, grabbed and tugged at him to silence him.

That image, the feeling he felt, returned frequently. It took different forms, inserting itself into the fabric of confused dreams and settling down, generating fears and melancholies he could not get rid of, to which he felt strangely drawn.

After all, it was just a silly, insignificant memory. Yet, it was always there and insinuated his mind, even when reason tried to push it away.

He got out of bed and tried to dispose of all those thoughts.

Pervaded by a sense of weariness and apathy, he looked at himself in the mirror.

He observed the changes in his physique. He was less thin than he used to be, but he could not be said to be fat.

He stretched out on the floor and did some abdominal exercises and a few arm bends. When he got back up, he foolishly deluded himself into thinking that that short, bland workout had produced results, and he promised himself, as he had done so many times before, to repeat those exercises steadily until he succeeded in shaping his physique.

If he succeeded, perhaps, he would feel better, perhaps he would be able to be happy. He reasoned, then, about the life he was leading. He did not want it to continue like this forever. He dreamed of receiving a proposal for a book he had never written or of being able to sell the canvases he had painted at exorbitant prices.

He imagined that everything, in an instant, unexpectedly, could change, be better.

He caressed the idea that all his dreams could come true by pushing his gaze further and further until he realized that even then he could not be happy and satisfied.

His imagination, meanwhile, kept galloping. He found himself thinking that he could become a supernatural being, some kind of superhero or deity. She even thought she could change her past, but then changed her mind, for she realized that in doing so she would become a different person, a stranger toward whom she had no familiarity and for whom she could feel no affection.

Finally, he went back and threw himself on the bed. He curled up in the fetal position and wished, fervently, that he did not exist, that he could fall asleep and never wake up again.

He was tired, too tired. Tired as if he had already lived a million lifetimes.

He got up again. He went to take a shower and washed his hair as well. It seemed to him that he felt better, that he felt regenerated.

"It doesn't matter. It doesn't matter at all." he muttered to himself, heading for the kitchen.

The television was on, but no one was watching. His mother was talking to Armando. They were sitting around the table. Ludovico did not listen to them, he ignored them as he was wont to do, catching only a few scattered sentences, paying no attention to the rest of the talk.

He took a beer from the refrigerator. Before uncorking it and beginning to drink, he rested it on his forehead to cool off.

"I can tell you are used to living alone by now," his mother scolded him.

Ludovico shrugged, without investigating the reasons for those words. He lit a cigarette and sat down next to the table as well.

"You've put on a bit of a belly, huh?" said Adele, good-naturedly, without imagining how much that might destabilize him and put him in a bad mood.

"What belly!" he retorted, pretending that comment did not concern him.

"Yes, yes, it is indeed belly!" exulted Armando.

"Look who's talking! I'm equally skinny and this is no belly. It's just relaxed muscles." Ludovico replied, assuming an arrogant attitude.

"Yeah, right!" his brother taunted him.

"So, are you happy?" his mother asked, abruptly changing the subject.

"Happy with what?"

"About the work in the driving school. Armando said it's going very well."

"Very well? I don't know."

"Yes, it's going great. Everyone asks me if you have a degree because of the way you talk." Armando intervened.

"It doesn't take much to impress them. It's enough to express yourself in Italian without making guttural sounds." observed Ludovico, with a certain haughtiness, rejoicing in his heart that there were no comments on his French r.

After all, his brother, albeit in a milder way and perhaps to emulate him, also had the same pronunciation defect.

"He's really good my son. But why don't you also try to resume your studies? You only have a few exams left, it's a shame to throw it all away. Think how happy your father would be." said Adele, almost moved.

"Whatever!" she wanted to reply Ludovico, with emphasis and satisfaction, but he restrained himself and merely shrugged.

"I wouldn't know what to do with it. Everything I could get out of the University, I've already taken, I don't need a piece of paper." he said, finally, pushing that speech away from himself.

"It doesn't matter. It doesn't matter at all." he went back to repeating himself.

Then he looked at his belly. He considered that it was not as noticeable as they wanted him to think, hardly noticeable.

He was thin, yes, there was no doubt about that. He was not in great shape, but his figure was slender nonetheless. Nevertheless, he hoped that those extra pounds would disappear soon, perhaps before his meeting with Alice.


6th Song - Allegro

The sound within the walls


The Drengot was what kept alive, more than anything else, the knowledge of the name of the founder of that small town and its Norman origins.

It was probably the first modern pub to be opened and could not boast much besides the originality of the name.

Observing the crude vulgarity of those who frequented it, it was not difficult to discern signs of a Viking descent, and if Ludovico had reasoned better about those origins, denuding them of the nobility with which time had clothed them, he would have found no jarring in the wild din of the people who poured into the establishment.

His impatience with those places continued to oppress him, and it was only when Alice arrived and drew all his attention to her that he was able to forget about it and pay no more attention to the surrounding din.

He would have liked to be gallant and bold, to compliment her on her beauty, on the little black dress she was wearing, but he was unable to do so; he merely greeted her as he would have done with a friend, shaking her hand and hinted, uncertainly, at kissing her cheeks.

He felt uncomfortable at that light contact, almost a vague brushing, and blushed at his own awkwardness and at that sense of panic and defeat that distressed him.

He bowed his head slightly, imperceptibly, and lowered his eyes, feeling embarrassment at Alice's smiling gaze.

"The last vertebra of the cervical." she noted, amused and pleased by that vassal's reverence.

She knew well and could interpret the attitudes of that silent language. Those low, meek and submissive, yet so insolent eyes, by the way they peeked at her feet through her sandals, gave further confirmation to her intuitions.

She could have teased him. She could even have been beyond explicit and cruel, noting the insistence of those looks he was giving her. And perhaps it would have been fair to punish, in that way, his impudence. Thus, however, she risked intimidating him and inducing him to retreat.

This was not what she wanted. She liked the man, he seemed interesting, and she was determined to make him blossom, to do her best to help him trust and feel free to show himself.

Like a stray dog, he would approach little by little. He would pick up the morsels of food she would offer him. Suspiciously, he would have eaten them off the ground while she pretended not to look at him. And he would have continued like this, day after day, getting closer and closer, until he felt totally safe and ready to eat from the hand that generously and with patient mercy fed him.

Yes, she had to be very patient, savoring every quiver, every moment. Slowly, as slowly as she would have sipped a good wine, letting its notes waft through the air, revealing its richness.

Thus reasoning, as they walked, side by side, toward the club, he became aware of the small stature of his shy companion.

In fact, Ludovico could not be called short. He was of average stature, just under six feet, but Alice with her one hundred and seventy-two inches in height, to which the twelve inches of her heels were added, towered over him, making him appear much shorter than he was.

Knowing male frailty, she wondered if she had better avoid wearing such high shoes on a first date and tried to spy on Ludovico to see if it might make him uncomfortable.

He continued to keep his eyes downcast. When he lifted them to look at her, he smiled and was lost. He was so excited and intimidated that he may not have even noticed Alice's stature.

She rejoiced at this. It was the first time she had ever had a man by her side who turned out to be shorter than she was.

The Drengot had changed a lot since the last time Ludovico had been there. It surprised him to notice the art nouveau style of the decor and, even more, the presence of prints of paintings hanging on the walls.

Most likely he had changed management, perhaps even owner. Certainly, his choices were not very successful in that context, but offsetting those somewhat overly cultured notes were the presence of the giant screen projecting the games and the cheesy pop music in the background.

Ludovico had always found the "Portrait of the Duchess de Alba in Black" very striking. Her austere appearance excited him. He could assume, from numerous details, the prostration and devotion with which the artist had portrayed her. And he often dreamed of being able to offer, in the same way, the tribute of his own art and every other possible talent of his, laying his whole self at the foot of the altar of the woman he would love and venerate.

He gazed for a long time, with an ecstatic and almost inebriated expression, at that print hanging on the wall. It was akin to a sacred image in whose shadow was the small table at which he and Alice were sitting, and he wondered if this could be more than mere and pure chance.

He barely mentioned it, afraid of revealing the secrets of his own soul. He tried to suppress and limit himself, expressing, in vague words, love and admiration for that painting, but it surprised him, to the point that he blushed, the way Alice began to describe it and appreciate those same details that Ludovico had overlooked and pretended to ignore.

She detected them as he had always felt them and as he would never be able to say, revealing more than Ludovico had been able to imagine. Even what he perceived naively, Alice, on the other hand, was able to illustrate with crisp concepts, enhancing the value and deep meaning of each brushstroke and the emotions they expressed.

Ludovico felt bared, as if, as she spoke of that devotion and adoration, she was referring to him, to what was stirring in his mind.

It is rare for two kindred souls to meet. Throughout their lives, they wander toward each other, but fate always seems to push them apart, as if it feels envy for them. But when that fate distracts and allows them to brush against each other, sudden is their recognition and they begin to speak an intimate and secret language.

Alice had recognized Ludovico. She had been able to feel him since that day when he had portrayed her, catching the spontaneous and adoring notes of that gesture. She had recognized, in him, the devoted man, the man she knew she could cherish and love.

Yes, she knew those ways well, that secret that Ludovico could not keep from her. His attitudes were familiar to her, like the score of an arcane and almost imperceptible melody full of pauses and impetuous crescendos. He possessed an energetic rhythm, with sudden motion; listening carefully, it was possible to perceive its vigor even in the apparent stillness of his silences.

It made her smile and excited her, to feel his quivers, that urge to say and not know how. He lowered his gaze every time she looked at him. He could hardly speak to her unless she urged him to do so. He always seemed on the verge of confusion and bewilderment, but his attention was always alert and voracious.

She savored the awkwardness with which he listened to her, the restlessness with which he sipped his beer as if to hide behind the mug, his inability to find a comfortable position, his leaning out and away, his eyes drooping and seeming unable to help but go in search of her hands. And what was he thinking, then, when he became entranced in that way contemplating them, naively believing that she did not notice? Was it not Alice's feet that he imagined he could admire? Wasn't he already dreaming, Ludovico, responding to that need of his being that always overcame him, that he could kneel down and kiss her soles, perhaps pretending to be a romantic poet, to disguise the longing to be her slave?

Alice knew and was more and more excited. She could see and recognize everything, as if Ludovico were her childhood friend. She felt tempted again by the desire to tease him, with genuine and naive lightheartedness. Part of herself wondered what she was waiting for, Ludovico, to get down on his knees and why he had not at least bowed to kiss her hand.

The ardor and impatience with which she dreamed of seeing him yield and give himself was no different from what animated and excited Ludovico's mind. It was a dangerous game, a minefield. Although Ludovico wanted nothing more than that yielding, Alice knew how easy it could be to make a misstep and make him feel ashamed, prompting him to shut down like a hedgehog and get as far away from her as possible.

Ludovico was like a puppy in need of care and attention, to whom she could give, from time to time, a few pats to educate him and guide his actions, but never forgetting to give him the right amount of caresses to make him feel loved.

Men like him were not easy prey. They possessed difficult and complex personalities, more than anyone could have imagined. That symphony was rich and unpredictable. Each note had to be rubbed and plucked with proper attention so that it could vibrate and express its full potential.

Slowly, yes. Very slowly, with a double movement that could be sustained or alive, she would have to win his trust, break down the barriers he erected to hide himself.

"Like a stray dog," she went back to thinking. And already she was stroking the emotions of that winding path, along which she would lead him.

She liked to imagine him like that, like a frightened stray always ready to bite, whom she would induce to come closer, little by little, to make him eat the food from her hands, teaching him to be grateful for each bite, to beg for more, until she persuaded him that, from that hand, he would never receive any harm and that there would be nowhere left for him to find the nourishment he so needed.

Yes, that was the way she should have approached Ludovico. But, at the same time, she felt that there was something more. She felt the rush of the storm roaring inside his eyes, that familiarity, affinity, that seemed to emerge as in the tuning of notes in a simple and perfect melody.

That play, made up of small gestures and allusions, excited her. However careful Ludovico might be in concealing and hiding his own nature, she could glimpse it and induce it to reveal itself, to express itself through the naïve shelter of courteous acts.

The first time she clutched the unlit cigarette between her lips and uselessly waited for Ludovico to move, she was forced to ask him to offer her his own lighter. The second time, it was no longer necessary and she could enjoy dispensing the pleasure of receiving, from him, that small service with which she knew she was nourishing and gratifying him. And now, she already felt she could speak to him more openly, to venture, with light but firm step, into those thoughts that Ludovico feared, but toward which he felt inevitably drawn.

To do so, she chose a solemn, gently authoritative register, because she understood that was what Ludovico, at that moment, needed.

"Think of courtly love. Is it not common in artists and poets to harbor a devoted, adoring feeling toward woman? Could art or literature exist without this fervor, without woman? Art is something pure, original, uncontaminated, capable of putting one back in touch with the inner music of one's childlike being. The ordinary man is unable to hear that joyful, spontaneous song. He cannot, he does not know, because his mind is a prisoner of arrogance and fear. Only when he can listen to the notes of that music, can he recognize and approach the supreme beauty of woman. And, then, all he has left is to pray to her and ask forgiveness for his sins, so that he can return to loving her, subjecting himself to the need to belong to her. Do you think my thought is too unusual and bold?" she asked, smiling at the rapture with which he contemplated her and listened to those words as if they were a truth to be remitted and bowed to.

They were words, those, that Ludovico had often heard within himself but could never have expressed so effectively.

Alice explained them with a delightful and subtle insolence, putting him in a position where he could acknowledge and accept the superiority of his interlocutor.

"No, far from it, I find it interesting. So, do you believe that the artist recognizes the woman as a superior, sacred being?" he questioned her, feigning indifference to those concepts that shook his soul.

"Poets are tyrannically submitted to the inner music, submitted, benevolently, to the woman. An expression, a phrase, a verse, starts from within and then comes, like a breath, to the feet of a woman. She is a sacred being, yes, but at the same time carnal, profane. Precisely in this duality always present in her lies her perfection, her superiority. Man denies her, out of fear, out of pride. The artist, through inspiration, recognizes her and despairs of his own faults and desire to reconnect and experience that reality. In the moment he creates, in a certain sense he is similar to the woman and this allows him to see, in her, the creator sum."

"A Goddess?"

"No, a Woman. Perhaps your pride is hurt by my remarks? Do you consider them haughty and arrogant?" she asked him, with a certain severity, offering him the vision of that authoritative and majestic image to which he yearned to submit.

"Absolutely not. I find your speech fascinating and persuasive." he answered her, clearing his throat as he felt encircled by those emotions, he was afraid to express.

"Rather than persuade you, I would rather have a confrontation that would be helpful in enriching myself. If you have a different view from mine, you can say so." she prodded him, in an increasingly insolent tone, feeling some annoyance at that overly reticent subject.

"I hope I won't disappoint you if I find no argument with which to challenge you. Listening to your words, I recognize them as true. I could even say that I feel them to be my own, although I would never have known how to express them with such awareness." he answered her, excited by the humility with which he could address her.

With no woman had he ever found the courage to speak like this, feeling almost free to express that feeling of blatant subservience.

"Don't be afraid. You have not failed me. That's helpful, too. Perhaps, from you, I expected nothing but this. Do you know the language of music?"

"No, I know little about it."

"The A, in a perfect chord, determines its mode, the character of the scale. B, on the other hand, is the sensitive note. It is a fundamental note cannot not be there."

"No, I didn't think so. I confess I'm very ignorant about it... So, if I understand correctly, it's two notes that complement each other and the A represents the dominant note?"

"Yes, the only one in a diatonic scale that can change the mode."

"Is the A the woman and the B the man?"

"No, I would rather say a B for both: B feminine as choice, B masculine as freedom. The speech is a bit long: myths, sacred sources... Someday maybe I'll try to explain it to you."

Without fear of appearing haughty, Alice continued, thus, to exhibit her superiority by inflicting on him those small and discreet humiliations that caused Ludovico to bend over more and more.

"Yes, I suppose it is long and complex to explain and I find myself, already for the second time in a row, having to confess my extreme ignorance," he said, feeling a lively emotion at the gentle authority with which Alice seemed to welcome and encourage his humility.

Alice hesitated, uncertain whether to take advantage of that moment of vulnerability, but then she became aware of the pleading expression with which Ludovico spoke to her, the docility with which he offered himself to her.

He had decided to expose himself sooner than Alice had expected, and ignoring her invitation would prompt him to retrace his steps.

"Do you mind? If you say it out loud, focusing only on the phrase, or even only on the term, to better savor the sound of the word, what feeling do you get?"

"Are you referring to the phrase: having to confess my extreme ignorance?"

"Yes, a man's point of view is useful. But you may not answer." she told him, in a tone that seemed to flaunt indifference, as if that speech was of no importance, but her eyes, the way they sank into Ludovico's, hinted at more than that.

"I would say a kind of embarrassment, almost shame, and at the same time a subtle pleasure that comes from the sincerity of confessing and admitting something that exposes one to judgment. I think it can be understood as a statement that involves a sense of surrender and a request to be rescued, educated. I think, too, that there remains a conflict generated by the idea of defeat, the need to trust and the consequent fear one may have in doing so, oscillating between denial and supplication, the demand to feel accepted and not judged for one's limitation, which is also succeeded by the fear of not knowing how to overcome and, therefore, of having to reproduce that sense of defeat and experience it as a perpetual condition."

Ludovico spoke those words in a feeble voice and almost bit his tongue, realizing how revealing they were.

He felt naked, helpless and peered imploringly and at times angrily into Alice's gaze, praying that she would be merciful and not hurt him.

"So, a plea for help, a cry dictated by necessity and urgency, the continual need for a hand capable of correcting, guiding and relieving deficiencies and defects. The greatest and highest task of every woman, both as a mother and as a companion and lover." she said, extremely calmly, pretending that those words had no weight, to allow Ludovico to assuage his own fears.

She had opened a breach in his fortress, could feel the walls shaking to their foundations, but she had to be careful, to make him feel comfortable, safe, as his defenses began to crumble.

"Yes, I suppose it's inevitable. After all, man's existence arises in the need to be cared for and nurtured by woman, from the moment he is in her womb. It could be said that already in his creation he is formed with this necessity and that this places him in a condition of perpetual dependence and submission to the woman.", Ludovico followed her.

"However, it is something pleasant, don't you think? Enriched by that special humility that helps. Flaws are not an intimate and private affair of the man at least not in a relationship, they are the exclusive property of a mother, a partner, and it should not be so difficult to declare them, to acknowledge them frankly.", Alice continued.

"Yes, humility. An intimate act by which one gets rid, albeit with embarrassment, of modesty and shame."

"And then what?" questioned Alice, though she knew she was moving through a minefield, but confident that she had already managed to forge an extraordinarily deep bond.

That stray dog, although extremely fearful, was hungry, and she had managed to offer her the proper nourishment.

"Spontaneously genuflect. To sit at the woman's feet, to receive her help and teachings. Like a disciple at the feet of one's Teacher." he answered her, all in one breath, continually looking away.

"Yes, that's right! Bravo! You are a good disciple, very promising, I must admit." she said, receiving an embarrassed and deeply grateful smile from Ludovico.

Ludovico was not surprised when Alice called him a disciple and, in turn, began to address her by calling her my Teacher, grateful for the opportunity to enjoy that image that implicitly placed him at her feet.

From that moment on, just like a disciple and a servant, Ludovico submitted to her and prayed to be able to sit at her feet and listen to her, to be able to pray to her and catch a glimpse of that freedom to which his being yearned.

He loved to imagine himself like this, humbly and devoutly denuded by Alice's gaze poking through his emotions.

He dreamed of the joy and ardor with which he could reverence her. The benevolence with which she could allow him to wash her feet, celebrating that rite that alluded to the sincerity of his remission, his willingness to rise and belong to her.


7th Song - Vivace

Fair and merciful


"Let me copy." heard Alice, behind her back.

When she turned around, she saw Alessio leaning toward her. The expression on his face was pulled into a grimace somewhere between pleading and desperate, but there remained, in him, that arrogant impudence that Alice had always despised.

"No." she replied with an annoyed air, after an initial, brief motion of pity toward him.

"Please. I'll do anything you want." he implored her.

Alice stared at him for a long time. She imagined how desperate he must have been to come to plead with her like that.

She thought back to all his spite, the way he treated her and all her schoolmates, mocking those he thought were uglier and lifting the skirts of those he thought were pretty.

In particular, she considered the viciousness with which he lashed out at Marianna, one of her slightly fleshier friends, constantly harassing her with his taunts.

It was right for her to despair. And it was even more right to take advantage of it to punish her meanness and arrogance.

"I want you to kiss my feet," she told him.

"What?" he asked, squinting.

"If you want my help, you're going to have to kiss my feet," she repeated, finding that to be an appropriate token, a way to deprive him of the arrogance that so annoyed her.

"You're crazy, no way," blurted Alessio, his gaze filled with anger.

"Then deal with it yourself."

"No, no, please ... all right, I will."

"Do I have your word?"

"Yes, of course. You have my word."

"Say it."

"What?"

"Solemnly swear that if I offer you my help, you will kiss my feet," Alice instructed him.

"You are out of your mind!" exclaimed Alessio, gesturing animatedly to express his displeasure.

"Never mind."

"Okay, okay... I solemnly swear that if you help me, I will kiss your feet. Satisfied?"

"I will be when I have proof that you are a man of your word," she admonished him.

Having said that, Alice turned around and, after about ten minutes, handed Alessio a sheet of paper with all the correct answers.

"Don't forget your oath." she told him, almost threateningly, as Alessio took the paper from her hands.

When the bell rang and the teacher left the classroom, Alice turned to Alessio and looked him straight in the eye, waiting for him, of his own free will, to pay his debt.

"Well?" she asked, pointing to the ground at her feet.

"You can forget it!" he replied, in a scornful tone.

To Alice that rejection appeared as an unbearable injustice, and she was shot through with an anger she could not express except with a look full of rancor and contempt.

With disdain, she turned her back on her classmate, determined to ignore him and never speak to him again, believing that was the only treatment he could deserve.

After a few days, of that offense, Alice, she almost forgot. The end of school came, the summer vacations.

Early every morning, Alice would go out for long walks in the surrounding woods.

She had a secret place to which she headed. It was far from the main paths. The dense trees, thinned out in a short stretch, a kind of hollow, where a small stream flowed.

Reaching there, Alice removed her shoes and walked barefoot, enjoying the soft earth beneath her plants. She would sit on a small rock that looked as if it had been put there especially for her, and as she looked at the scraps of sky and the drops of sunshine that rained through the foliage of the trees, she would listen to the sounds of the surrounding nature and dip her feet into the cool, sometimes icy, water of the stream.

She would spend a long time like this, absorbed in her thoughts, in a kind of meditation that reconnected her with the world.

When it was time to go, before putting her socks and shoes back on, she would go back to walking barefoot, so that the grass and earth would dry her steps, making sure, as soon as she returned, to wash her feet and socks at once, before her mother managed to surprise and scold her.

It was on one of those days, returning from her walks, that she was surprised to find Alexis waiting for her in front of the house gate.

She walked past him without looking, pretending he did not exist, but he stopped her, grabbing her by the arm.

"Let go of me!" she intimated to him, and with a tug she freed herself from the hand that clasped her arm.

Alice went through the gate and he followed her, like a thief, causing her to back away.

For a moment a shiver of terror ran through her, but her astonishment and curiosity at that behavior did not allow her to notice and she maintained a proud and stern expression and demeanor.

Alessio pushed her toward the cherry tree and before she could question him about his intentions, he knelt down and kissed both of her shoes.

"That was it, what you wanted," he said and raised his gaze defiantly, investigating Alice's surprised expression.

"No. You should have kissed my feet, not my shoes. And you should have done it when I asked," she retorted, unperturbed, with quiet, whimsical arrogance.

"Then I will kiss your feet. Are you happy?" he asked, about to unlace one of her shoes.

"No, that's not enough," she admonished him, pushing him away with a little tread.

"Then what do you want?" asked Alessio, abruptly.

"I want you to lick them." she challenged him, certain that he would get up and walk away, calling her a fool.

Without saying anything, Alessio returned to bend over her feet and removed her shoes and socks with a kindness Alice never expected.

That day when she had asked him to honor her oath, Alice was wearing sandals, and her feet were clean and fragrant. At that moment, however, they were dirty with dirt and drenched in sweat.

She did not worry about it, Alice. She thought, in fact, that it was a just punishment. That mud she had collected during the walk in the woods would serve to cleanse him of arrogance and meanness and teach him proper humility.

With satisfaction and with a subtle motion of childish cruelty, she observed Alessio leaning over his feet. She listened to the breath that smelled them and, with annoyance, might have recoiled to escape the punishment that had been inflicted on him.

But none of this happened. Alessio, he had no hesitation. His tongue, gently, slid over Alice's feet. He gathered its smell, its taste, that of the earth, that of sweaty skin and every possible impudence.

Tenaciously, diligently, he licked the soles and toes, working to thoroughly wash and clean every patch of Alice's feet.

When he finished with the first, he took off his shirt and spread it on the grass so that she could rest her foot and prevent it from getting dirty, devoting himself, then, with the same thoughtfulness and diligence to cleaning the other foot.

"Are you happy now?" asked Alessio, without looking at her.

"Did you clean them well?" she merely asked, spitefully.

"Judge for yourself!"

"I asked you," Alice insisted.

"Yes, they are very clean!" he replied, stymied, but surrendering to the abuse with which Alice, without any indulgence, humiliated him.

"Good. Now you can kiss them." she invited him, she, in a firm and determined voice.

Alessio obeyed and, after kissing both feet on the toes, remained still on his knees, his head bowed.

"Happy?" he returned to ask her.

Alice slid the tip of one foot under his chin and levered to force him to lift his head up to meet her gaze.

"You?" she asked in turn, smiling softly at the faint blush that flushed across Alessio's face.

At that moment he appeared handsome to her. Handsome as he had never been. Beautiful as he could never be again. And for a moment, for a brief and fleeting moment, she felt a sincere love for him and pity for the blush and shame with which he tried to shy away from that question.

For a few moments they remained motionless, suspended in that position, but then, with a sudden motion, Alessio got up and ran away, without answering her.

In his haste, he did not even notice that he had left his own shirt under Alice's feet. She smiled at that fragility and crumpled a foot, still damp with saliva, in the earth, getting the sole to smear with a light veil of mud, which she used to imprint a footprint on the fabric of Alessio's shirt.

She was certain that he would never go to claim her and she would keep it that way, to remember the purity and sincerity of those brief moments.

She was only fifteen years old, Alice, but she had already discovered the fragility of men and their tenderness. It was not easy to unearth it; they were like wounded animals, made aggressive by fear, and they needed to be loved, to be treated with the right severity and mercy.

Alexis was not the first who helped her in this discovery. When she was younger, Alice used to run and play, among the uncultivated fields, in the company of Lorenzo, a surly, at times almost violent child.

Often, he would pull her braids and offend her, trying to overpower her with his own physical strength, but Alice never gave up and managed to stand up to him in every game and challenge.

One day, he, for no reason whatsoever, caught up in a fit of childish cruelty, began throwing stones at her and, with one of them, injured her ankle, causing it to bleed.

Alice did everything she could to manage to hold back her tears, her eyes, however, were shiny and full of anger. It was then, that Lorenzo astonished her and asked her forgiveness on his knees, kissing several times the wound he himself had inflicted on her.

With each kiss, he looked at her pleadingly and mildly, asking if it still hurt her. And he went on like this until Alice told him it had passed, and benevolently, as he continued to stay on his knees, she stroked his head.

After that day, Lorenzo totally abandoned his violent attitudes and became extremely humble and meek. And when, even without intending to, he did something wrong, all she had to do was to give him a reproachful look and he would rush to correct himself and ask her forgiveness.

It was he, Lorenzo, who had been her first doggie, and with infinite tenderness and homesickness, Alice recalled the docility and cheerfulness with which he would crawl on all fours, inviting her to mount on his back to take her at a gallop.

At times, she wondered if she had taken too much advantage of those cares and thought back to all the times Lorenzo made her climb on his own back to pick fruit from the trees and to the times when, if she complained of being tired, he would crouch down in front of her, improvising himself as a makeshift stool, so that she could sit and rest.

She liked being able to receive that kind of attention. She liked to dispose of that boundless, spontaneous kindness that was not afraid to be servile.

She had been capricious at times, yes, she remembered. Like a ruler, she could demand and command, but she was neither haughty nor cruel, even when she decided it was right to inflict severe punishment or require particularly arduous tests to be passed.

She could, lightly but always with extreme care, enjoy making her man crawl and bark, never depriving him of his dignity, treating him as a precious commodity, the rarest and most valuable that could exist: a possession of hers.

He who bent and submitted, lavishing himself on her, always received a loving and merciful gaze, a gaze that knew how to reward him and make him joyful, helping him to find the lost child in him and to feel free to give and receive love.

Alice was full of that love: a love that was both sacred and profane, unconditional, that was not afraid to get its hands dirty, that knew how to go beyond good and evil, to that intimate and secret place where it was possible to get rid of all foolish modesty and the constraints imposed by the morals of adulthood.

She loved fully and absolutely and loved man deeply. She loved what he could become when she guided him, freeing him from his fears. And, for this reason, the men who had had the opportunity to love her had always been grateful to lie at her feet and proud that they had been able to live, if only for a few brief moments, as her dogs, nourished by the generous crumbs she dispensed.


8th Song - Vivo

The Home


The fire burning in the fireplace, its crackling in the dimness of the large room and the dull reflection in the tarnished glass of the windows, heightened the sense of deep intimacy of that house and of the moments that were passing quickly.

Ludovico observed the terracotta floor tiles and his mind suggested the warm welcome of a castle bathed in white light, the dim but blinding glow of an immense expanse of snow under a dense sky, also white, like milk and flour. And there he was, sheltering within those walls, pulled to safety by the Lady of that castle in which he had found shelter before the storm came.

There were many questions he asked himself when he was not there, in that sort of cozy shelter. She wondered about herself, about her own life, about her Mistress, about that desire so like love and the fears it generated. But every affliction, every possible torment, remained beyond the threshold of that abode. There, emotions became sharper and more sincere and she felt a sense of peace, almost of happiness, a condition that she wished would remain unchanged, like an infinite time, an eternal return.

Alice laid down the violin and sank back into the comfortable, wide red armchair by the hearth. She drank a sip of wine and took a cigarette, certain to receive Ludovico's attention, who, in fact, immediately ran up to her and bowed, offering her the flame of his own lighter.

It amused her and endeared her to his shyness, the way he vibrated when allowed to make those small, innocent, vaguely servile gestures. Even more, she liked to poke him, causing his desire to submit to become explicit, to the point that the obstinacy with which he continued to keep silent seemed ridiculous.

Submission, the most authentic and sincere kind, came from small daily gestures that, over time, could become more and more demanding. Pouring a glass of water, as well as polishing shoes, in that domestic and daily intimacy, became due, natural acts that were part of a normal balance of a couple, but they always preserved the excitement and thrill of an underlying game, of that secret yet joyful torment with which it was possible to reveal and love each other.

By now it had been a long time since Ludovico had visited her daily. He took advantage of the opportunity she offered him, to conceal and pretend that he could dissimulate his feelings and nature. Casting himself in the part of that game of disciple and Teacher allowed him to exhibit, freely, an increasingly subservient and reverent demeanor, even going so far as to greet his Teacher with a bow and a playful, as much as humble, kissing.

By appropriate expedients, as if it were an innocent courtesy, Alice, had even been able to get him to kneel down, only to arrange cushions under his feet. And, then, she had been able to feel the ardor of his soul, the ecstasy and the torment, the breeze and the storm. She had read, in his movements, in the trembling of his hands and in his downcast eyes, fixed on the floor, the gratitude and embarrassment with which he had obeyed her, coming to the threshold of that dream that was gradually revealing itself.

"Your manner is particularly delicate, attentive, sometimes appearing to me pleasantly humble, servile," Alice said and investigated Ludovico's reactions, curious, perhaps, to note whether her choice of words might offend him.

"Do you mind me being like this?" he shielded himself.

"No. Otherwise I would have pushed you away by now. I'm more curious than anything else. Yours, it appears to me as a kind of reverent courtship," she urged him.

"Like a vassal."

"So, you don't deny it."

"I was just following your thought." he answered her, embarrassed by the spontaneity of his own confession.

"A vassal. I like that, a romantic and servile image that certainly suits you. A complacent cicisbeo eager to obey me, grateful to kiss the footprint of my steps. I could imagine you like that; would you mind?" she asked again, almost arrogantly, shaking Ludovico's soul with an intense thrill of pleasure.

"Could you imagine me so docile and submissive?" he asked, blushing, unable to hide, as well as he would have liked, his own emotions.

"It was you who suggested this idea to me. And I don't like it when you try to evade my questions. I could punish you." she scolded him, almost annoyed at his vain attempts to continue to silence that hunger she could read clearly.

Alice thought it was time to unveil that desire. Or, perhaps, she was simply impatient, anxious to be able to seize that pleasure that Ludovico kept suggesting to her with his looks and attention.

"In what way?" asked Ludovico of her, and in the tremor of his voice, the foreboding of that yielding to which he dreamed he could surrender was already clear.

"By not addressing you again until you have pleaded satisfactorily that I forgive you."

"And what would be the most appropriate way to do that?"

"You keep hiding. I will say no more. You will do well to find out for yourself how to plead with me. And you'd better succeed before I get tired of waiting."

With an embarrassed smile, Ludovico knelt down and begged her to forgive him.

Alice pretended to ignore him as she surreptitiously observed the awkwardness and embarrassment with which he begged her.

"Answer my question," she ordered him, flippantly.

"What question?"

"Then you really want me to send you away!" she exclaimed.

So, saying, she slipped on her shoes and stood up, about to follow up her words and make up her mind to kick him out.

As soon as she took the first steps to accompany him to the door, Ludovico threw himself at her feet and hugged her ankles.

"No, please. I am exactly as you described me and I like you to see me that way: as a vassal who lives for the pleasure of obeying you. Please don't cast me out," he implored her, with a disarming sincerity that almost moved her.

Alice sat back down and observed, with satisfaction and benevolence, the figure of Ludovico lying beneath her, still supplicating and prone, suspended in the humility of surrender.

"It wasn't that hard, was it?" she said, flaunting an ability to see and hear him that he still found hard to believe.

"No, it wasn't," he answered her, humble and meek, resembling a child forced to admit his faults, still stung by shame at the rebuke he had received, but grateful to receive the caress that rewarded him for the humility and sincerity with which he repented and asked forgiveness.

"Tell me, what do you feel?"

"Embarrassment, lightness, something indefinite, confused."

"You sense joy but still fear it. You don't have to. You are in my home; you are my guest. I have chosen you and welcomed you as such. I have allowed you to be free to express yourself. Assuming you want to."

"Teach me how, please."

"Good. Bravo. A man who can recognize his own limitations, who understands when it is right to ask for help, is to be commended. And I certainly cannot deny you that, because it expresses your desire to be able to be set free. I was not wrong about your being a good disciple, able to make your Teacher proud. She will wag her tail without chains, rocking like a baby in Mother's womb. Let's start again from the beginning, shall we?" she asked and urged him to stand up.

"Yes, my Teacher," Ludovico replied to her, aroused by the way Alice ruled him, with that gentle authority that oscillated between solemn tone and loving mockery.

"Be careful and try to follow me. I have opened the door of my abode, I have invited you to enter as my guest, and that is to signify a modicum of interest in you, since, as you can imagine, entry is not granted too just anyone. So, what should the guest do, or not do? What should he say, after greeting and thanking you? Of course, I expect a frank attitude," Alice questioned him.

"The host waits. He greets, he thanks, he bows, but he dares not say or do anything else unless the Hostess invites him to do so. Necessarily, as a guest who has been mercifully welcomed, he defers to her. If he is there, it is because of the interest he has aroused and because of the opportunity to gladden the Mistress of the House, just as She wishes him to be. For that welcome, for her hospitality, he feels that he is her grateful debtor, that he is dependent on her, like a servant."

"Grateful debtor, yes. Good. That's good. A good start. I think that may be enough for the time being. You are a good disciple, but still a man. I hope my thoughts don't offend you." she said, prompting him to humble himself again and accept the disclosure of the submissive condition that he could no longer keep silent.

"No, my Teacher."

"No? Is that all? You cannot receive if you are not willing to give. Do ut des."

Ludovico prostrated himself more, until his forehead touched the ground. He almost succeeded in surprising his Teacher with the spontaneity and sincerity of that act of deep prostration that she had been waiting for and toward which she had gently tried to lead him, making him feel free and safe.

"Don't hide. Look at me." she ordered him, getting him, while remaining prostrate, to lift his gaze to her.

With a simple smile, Alice caressed the slavish sweetness of his eyes, and in it she could find the deep humility and devotion of his being, the infinite possibilities, the lascivious grace of the pleasures she could take and with which she could lead him wherever he desired.

Ludovico, she was certain, was the man she had always sought. He was the man she had long waited for. He was the one: her man. She could feel and experience him in the moist breath she felt blowing at her feet, in those eager, hungry kisses that begged to be fed and shoehorned.

"May I?" asked Ludovico, in an almost inaudible breath of his voice.

"You may." she replied, betraying the emotion that pervaded her in that soft moment of silences and waiting.

Ludovico slipped off her shoes and savored the warmth of Alice's feet in his own hands, the warm aroma they gave off, inviting him to feed.

"May I?" he asked again, unable to add more.

"You may." repeated Alice in turn, eager to give and take the pleasure that anticipation made more and more intense.

With a tentative kiss, Ludovico brushed her fingers and felt them quiver at the touch of his own lips. That small nod was enough to make him feel comfortable and become bolder.

He parted his lips in a second kiss and with the tip of his tongue began to moisten and wet the smooth, soft skin of Alice's feet.

With voluptuousness, he watched them glisten in the veil of his own saliva as he ran his tongue between the toes and under the soles. Increasingly hungry for the flavor he was gathering, kiss after kiss, in a silent, rushing crescendo, he continued to adore the feet of his beloved Teacher.

Alice let him go on without saying anything, aware of how delicate and fragile that moment was. She observed and felt, the tenderness with which Ludovico lavished himself by licking her feet, the care and ardor with which he took care to reach every spot, to dig his tongue into every crevice, as if under her plants there was a little world in which he had decided to lose himself forever, a world in which only she could find him.

He was no longer a stray dog or even a mere disciple. He was her dog and it was right and proper that he should wash her feet in that way.

"Let down your hair." she ordered him, softly, to bring him back to herself, to remind him that this was not to be and could not be his solitary game.

Ludovico re-emerged, but only partially, from that pleasure. A faint blush flushed his face as he was mirrored in Alice's smiling, serene gaze.

Imbued with the religiousness of that act and the confidence she instilled in him, he obeyed her without hesitation, overcoming all shyness and modesty.

He easily understood the reason for that request and immediately, with the same care and diligence with which, until a short time before, he had licked them, he did his best to dry her feet, dabbing the skin with locks of his own hair.

At that moment, Ludovico dreamed of being reborn from the womb of his Teacher. He imagined and wished with all of himself, until he believed it was possible, that Alice would beget and give birth to him. And so, he saw himself: naked, brought to life, curled up in the earth, beneath her, warmed and cared for by her generous foot, by the tenderness with which she would press him to her breast and his first vital breath, the loving benevolence with which she would allow him to root under the plant, seeking the big toe to which he would cling and greedily suck, to receive from it his own nourishment.

"He dares to ask because he is tired, he is thirsty. Begging, in his real humanity. She demands because she knows that if the other gives, she can open more easily and welcome in turn. Demands, a dialogue made of deepening, where one's identity can be detected. The barriers of defense collapse and the truth comes to light: the living water. The water of kisses that pours in the form of breeze and storm in the shadow of her feet. The water that drips like a tender caress over his thirsty mouth." said Alice, in that tone of voice that knew how to be loving and solemn; a kind of oracle that nourished Ludovico's mind and shaped it.

With greater ardor, as if he could perfectly grasp and perceive the meaning and emotions that lurked in those words, Ludovico hugged her feet and grunted, happily, under her soles as he continued to wrap his hair and kisses of his own breath around them.

"I opened the door to my home," said Alice, as she tuned the breath blowing under her plants, sensing Ludovico's intense emotion.

"I opened because I heard knocking, although I love the term scratching, the way dogs do when, tired of wandering around the garden, they want to come home. I opened because I am able to handle appropriately this being attracted to my person by you. Otherwise, I would never have done it. You arrive, serene, at my abode. Here you have nothing to fear, you are my disciple, and you are welcome." he went on, moving forward in that thought he had decided to share with his disciple.

"Do you consider me the same as a dog?" asked Ludovico, and he showed no surprise at those words.

That thought could not offend him; he found it moving and at the same time it excited his mind, causing him to surrender himself confidently and feel free to love his Teacher honestly.

"You love and know the image of the knight-servant. A romantic term, commonly accepted. The figure of the dog is also understood in this sense. I don't think of the dog as an animal to be locked up in a cage or clubbed. I think of him as mine, that is! It is difficult to describe, but perhaps, you, could understand. To simplify, I can say: mentally mine, spiritually mine. Mine, understood not as my property, but as my asset. An asset of mine to cherish, to protect, to help. This is my understanding of the image of the dog. This, is the man I desire and want," Alice explained.

"Submissive, inferior? That he recognizes himself as such?" she asked again, Ludovico.

The insistence of his questions seemed almost to suggest an attempt to rebel and question his Teacher's truths, but she smiled lovingly at her beloved disciple and that way he questioned her, clinging to her feet, as if no longer able to separate himself from them.

"Sometimes you are so limited that ... Really, sometimes you seem useless. Dust, that's it! Just dust. But I love this dust. Meditate on the things you need to change, and meanwhile let me love you." replied Alice, certain that he, though he could not understand, could understand her.

"Your mud. Your noble and precious mud." he said and clutched even tighter at his Teacher's feet, breathing in the gift of that love.

At that moment Alice imagined that Ludovico might burst into a liberating cry. She heard him sobbing and praying, felt the copious tears he would shed and with which he would wash her feet.

With those tears, filled with gratitude and joy, he would give himself away by offering her the fragility of his own being so that she could receive and care for him.

Absorbed and pervaded by the love of this image, she stroked Ludovico's face, as if to collect those tears she had felt flowing, and returned to speak to him, to nurture his spirit to help it blossom.

"The perfect summary of much to say and desire. The enchantment, the scent, the intimate and absolute bond between two kindred beings: the Queen and her slave, the Mistress and her dog. Delicious triumph, song of earth, of breeze gently rippling the sky. Life is nothing but an immense poem, a song, a novel accompanied by notes, and it can truly be a gift if everyone can and succeeds in being free to find himself, if he comes to sincerely mix, without reservation and conditioning, joy and sorrow, fear and security, exaltation and humiliation. Can you hear this, my disciple? Can you recognize the truth of my words?" asked Alice. In her voice exuded the intense emotion and foreboding of the love she could give and receive.

"Yes, my Teacher." Ludovico replied to her, with a breath in his voice.

Alice caressed the tenderness and humility with which her disciple remained clinging to her foot, the soothing of those fears and confusion that usually oppressed him. Everything had been said, perhaps. With her big toe she drew the outline of his lips and then plunged it into her mouth, enjoying the ardor with which he began to suck on it, like a hungry puppy, like a baby feeding from its mother's breast.

"Now, you are much more than a disciple," she told him.

"And what am I?"

"What would you like to be?"

"Whatever you wish me to be."

"Are you certain?"

"Yes, Mistress."

Considering the way, he had licked her feet and after the spontaneity with which he had decided to call her Mistress, Alice decided to abandon all caution. She had no more reason to hold back, no longer need to fear that her disciple might retreat.

She abandoned the solemn demeanor and chose to become cheerful again, allowing her man access to the world she wished him to be a part of.

"Let's see-are you able to bark?" she asked him.

"Bark?" asked Ludovico, amazed by that request.

"Yes, like a dog. Can you do that?"

"I guess so."

"Then what are you waiting for? Bark!" she urged him, feigning impatience as she gently stroked his face with a foot so as to remind him that he was safe there.

"Woof, woof." emitted Ludovico, after a brief hesitation and despite his shame, marveling at how easy it was for him to reproduce that cry.

"Again!"

"Woof, woof.", Ludovico obeyed her, taking a liking to it.

"Again!"

"Woof, woof."

"Bravo! You are a good dog. But you still need to be educated, so you will also continue to be my disciple. A dog and a disciple: my dog-disciple, that is! What do you say, do you like it?"

"Woof, woof," Ludovico answered her, going back to licking and sucking on her feet, while she lovingly teased him.

Men can be wonderful. If they only wanted to, they could be simple, they could live as serene and joyful as little boys, like puppy dogs.

Unfortunately, more often than not, they are a concentrate of vanity and lies.  It is not unfair; it is not violent to take full advantage of their wealth and energy. One must take without qualms; one must absorb the good and the pleasant. One must get what one hides, what one does not want to concede. One takes, sometimes even with ironic arrogance, and redistributes in the form of crumbs, or as a flooding river.  If one does not take, one cannot give. The foot penetrates, not asks. The foot penetrates and goes as far as it has a desire to go. Alice's foot was generous and not afraid to take and give itself.


9th Song - Adagio

Men of good will


She took less than two hours to reach Rome. Once at Termini station, Alice walked down Via Cavour.

It was a sunny, pleasantly warm day. It had been a long time since she had visited that city.

"I have become a lazy woman. I used to travel a lot more," she thought.

She strolled amiably, adagio. She paused, a few moments, to admire the staircase and the dome of Santa Maria Maggiore, sheltering, with one hand, her eyes from the sun. Then he went down along Piazza Esquilino and entered Via Urbana.

The rendezvous was at Bar Monti, an establishment that stood in a sort of cove, opposite the Church of San Lorenzo in Fonte near a side street that led to a long flight of steps.

Initially, he paid no attention to the ticking clock. He became enchanted looking at the small building adjacent to the bar. It was covered with ivy. She loved it and wondered why she had not yet decided to plant it around the walls of her own home. It would have given it a more intimate and somewhat fairy-like touch.

"Ah, Roberto... Always the same!" she muttered, impatient, putting out yet another cigarette.

She waited another five minutes. She allowed herself to be tempted by the idea of walking down the staircase she glimpsed in front of her. From there, he could have made his way to the Church of St. Louis of the French to review the Caravaggio paintings and then perhaps take a walk to Piazza Navona.

Going along with that thought, he moved a few steps in that direction, but then stopped as soon as he heard his own name called out.

She turned sharply, wincing, as if caught in the act of committing a mischief.

A well-placed man, with a ruddy face, quickened his somewhat heavy step, walking up to her.

He had a long, thick, grizzled beard. His hair was shaggy, the same color. Vehemently, he waved a hand above his head.

When he reached Alice, he swept her into a warm embrace and kissed her several times on the cheeks.

"Oh, there's my goddaughter!" he said, as he continued to hold her in his arms, rocking her as if she were still a child.

Alice, embarrassed by the excessive heat and bustle of that greeting, almost tried to break free, but then didn't feel like putting a damper on Roberto's cheerfulness. It had been a long time since they had seen each other, and she had missed his joviality and impetuosity.

"How are you? Tell me, how are you?" he asked, pulling away from her but still holding her by the shoulders as he watched her with a wide, bright smile.

"You look just like your daddy!" he continued, even before she could answer.

She knew better. She bore very little resemblance to her father, but it pleased her that he thought so, and she smiled, taking in those words as if they were the nicest compliment, they could pay her.

Once they entered the restaurant, Roberto forced her to take a slice of sour cherry tart and they sat in a small room inside.

Alice admired the intimate and original style of the way that room was decorated.

It reproduced the atmosphere of a small living room. The furniture was all dark, solid wood. In one corner was a small sofa with a floral pattern, and tea sets were displayed in a glass cabinet.

Further enriching that scene was also the warm parquet floor, and on the walls, stained a vermilion color, stood prints of paintings by Jack Vettriano, including one of "The Singing Butler."

The shop window, which served as a fourth wall, overlooked Urbana Street, and it was possible to watch the comings and goings of tourists casting their eyes inside, almost suggesting the feeling of being on a kind of small stage.

Roberto was restless, seemingly unable to stay seated. Between his thumb and forefinger, frantically, he twirled the unlit half cigar.

"Maybe you'd rather walk around? Do you feel like smoking?" asked Alice, interpreting the possible reasons for his agitation.

"No, no, later. Let's have the cake first." he answered her, putting the cigar away and turned toward the entrance to check if they were about to serve their order.

"Oh, your daddy! How many we've been up to." he then said, grabbing the image of a memory he preferred not to reveal.

It had been about 12 years since his death. Alice remembered Roberto's despair and weeping. Such was the impetus with which he manifested his feelings that, during the funeral, he almost didn't curse.

Alice smiled at that thought and at the tenderness that the man's affection for her father aroused in her.

"Well, so what? What are you up to? Do you still play the violin?" he asked her point-blank and grabbed her hands to inspect them for clues, until he found that answer that was slow in coming.

"You should practice more," he scolded her.

"Yes, you may be right, but ... "

"No buts! Who are you playing with?"

"Until a couple of years ago... "

"A couple of years ago? Are you kidding? Playing the violin is not a hobby, it's a mission! Two years ago! Unbelievable! What would your father say?"

"I think he wouldn't have much to say. I have a job, exactly as he wished," she replied, annoyed by that lecture.

"Don't say that. You know very well that it's not true. He knew the environment, he knew how difficult it was, and he wanted you to have a lifeline."

"Yes, yes, I know ... And in fact ... "

"No! Having a lifeline does not mean giving up on your dreams! Listen: I have a proposal for you."

"What is it about?"

"About the reason for our meeting."

"I thought you were just pleased to see me again," retorted Alice, pretending to be offended.

"Of course! Don't be silly! But ... Come here." he told her and hugged her, kissing her on the forehead.

"Listen: there is a friend of mine, but never mind, these are details. The point is that there is an opportunity in Japan. An opportunity not to be missed. I can't go there because I'm already committed to a tour. I signed a contract, I can't leave. I thought you could go," he explained to her, in a confused and hurried manner.

"Me? To Japan? To replace you?" asked Alice, her eyes wide with astonishment.

"Yes, you of all people. I've already told my friend about it. He'll want to listen to you first, give you a little audition, but I already know he'll like you."

"But I haven't played in public for more than three years!"

"Three years? You said two ... Bah! It doesn't matter. You have talent, I know, more than your father."

"Now you're exaggerating!"

"No, not at all! I am. Even though it's been a long time since you've played in public, even if you don't practice enough, I'm sure you'll make it and everything will be fine. Trust me."

"To Japan? No, no, how can I go to Japan? What about the school work?"

"The school work? Are you kidding? To hell with school work!" he blurted out, in a huff.

"No, really. I can't just drop everything and go to Japan. You know that."

"What is it that I'm supposed to know? What's the problem? Do you have a boyfriend? Take him with you!"

Alice laughed nervously. She had not yet thought about how much her decision would burden Ludovico, and she regretted it.

"Listen... Listen. I mean! You are my goddaughter and I promised I would take care of you. I'm not going to take any rejections. You are going to Japan. I'll take you there by force if I have to," he threatened her, getting mad.

"Come on Roberto, don't get angry, it hurts you. Okay, let's do this. I'll think about it, all right? I'll think about it and see what I can do," she told him, trying to appease him.

"Mhmm... What about the audition?" asked Roberto, unconvinced.

"Yes, I could audition with this friend of yours and see what he thinks. It's not even certain that... "

"I'm sure you'll do great! You'll see-you'll see!" exulted Roberto, now certain that he had succeeded.

Before returning home, Alice decided to follow the intuition she had had while waiting for Roberto's arrival.

She went to the Church of St. Louis of the French and strolled through the far too crowded aisles, heading for the Contarelli Chapel.

She listened to the echo of footsteps stretching across the wide spaces over the sound of a soft, diffuse murmur. She sucked in the air thick with incense and filled her eyes with the majestic lights and shadows of a still but relentless time. She felt almost dizzy. For a moment she staggered, but immediately recovered, continuing to advance toward her goal.

The painting of St. Matthew and the angel was there, on the altarpiece in the center of the nave. Alice observed the two figures emerging from the darkness. Distractedly, she found herself following the thread of a skein of serious and light thoughts, until the image of the first version of that painting flashed in her mind. She liked it much better and it was a pity that it had been destroyed.

Ludovico could paint, he was talented, though perhaps a little too crude and immature. She wondered if he had been able to make, for her, a copy of that work that no longer existed. Perhaps, if she had spurred him on, he would have been able to commit himself, achieving unthinkable results.

Already, Ludovico was lazy, indolent, but she was certain that, if properly guided, he could become a man of good will.

For a moment, Alice decided to be seduced by the possibility of accepting Roberto's proposal. She imagined going to Japan and being able to take, with her, her beloved disciple.

Was it not right, natural, for him to follow her? He was her property, part of her abode, and she could have stuffed him inside a suitcase, along with the most important things, the things she would never part with.

It was a foolish, childish thought, she knew. Ludovico could not abandon everything and follow her on such a journey, not at that moment. He had just begun to find balance and he could not throw everything away; it would destabilize him.

To think that she could do that, though, she liked. It amused her to imagine taking two tickets to Japan and inviting him to follow her.

"And what will I do, me, once we get there?" he would ask her.

Then, she would, smiling, carefully investigate her disciple's face, to catch every nuance and emotion of the blush that would inflame his cheeks.

She imagined, then, the downcast eyes, the despair and the pleading air, the way he would try to hide himself by sinking his face under her feet.

"What questions! You will be my personal servant!" she would have told him, enjoying the bewilderment and joy with which he would accept that proposal.

This idea, crazy as it was, would have appealed to him as well. After all, it was exactly what he dreamed of.

She was going to be a famous musician. She would spend her life on the road, and Ludovico would remain at her side and at her feet.

She was surprised, then, noting that she had not yet played the violin by tapping her foot on his face to keep the beat. She decided that she would do it that very evening. She had to practice, prepare for the audition.

Then, all of a sudden, he shook his head, as if to shake off all those crazy ideas. Life could be simple and be happy, but things were always too complicated.

Japan was far away. It was a gamble. If that offer had come sooner, everything would have been easier. She would have gotten on the first plane without even thinking about it.

She was almost thirty-three years old. Her dreams had changed. She was different. Music was her life, but she was not sure she was willing to make such a big change, not at that moment.

She knew, however, that there would be no more opportunities like that. By giving up, she would be killing a part of herself.

Dreams change, yes, but they are always there, ravenous, voracious, cruel.


10th Song - Precipitating

Exile


The train started up. Ludovico looked for the emptiest compartment and sat down by the window, casting his gaze, though without looking at it, on the landscape beyond the glass.

When he first boarded that train, it was 1996. Soundgarden had released their last record, "Down on the Upside", the swan song of an era that was coming to an end.

At the cinema they were showing "I Dance Alone", the first film starring Liv Tyler. Her charm and fresh beauty embodied the image of pure, unadulterated grace that seemed unattainable to Ludovico, akin to a mirage he could never grasp.

Once again, he felt invaded by a strange sense of nostalgia for a time he had not particularly loved, but which he equally missed and wished he could recapture.

That train was also the same one by which he had reluctantly returned home. The same one whose passage he could hear, before he fell asleep, in the silence of the night.

At that hour, Alice, surely was already in class, busy reading and explaining, to her pupils, the verses of some Latin poet.

It was inevitable that she demanded that Ludovico resume his studies at the university. The few exams he was missing were precisely Latin. And she, his Teacher, the one who had decided to accept him as her own disciple and care for him, could not allow him to throw away all the years of study and exams he had taken up to then.

"If you want to be my disciple, you must obey me at all times, not only when it is convenient for you," she had told him, when he tried, meekly, to argue his own Teacher's orders.

Like a doggie, Ludovico, knowing to please and soften her, whined a yelp-like cry and rolled at her feet. Against one of them he then rubbed his muzzle and took to licking it, but Alice was adamant and took the opportunity to amuse herself by scolding him.

"Bad dog! If you keep this up, I'll keep you fasting. No feet for a week!" she admonished him.

"No, Mistress! Forgive me ... have mercy!" pleaded Ludovico to her.

"Mercy? My beloved, I do not love acts of pity. I take what makes me happy. If you want me to spare you that torment, you will have to obey me." she told him, stamping a foot on his head.

"Yes, Mistress. I will obey you; I will do everything you ask of me. I am your slave."

"Good, my beloved. Very good. I like it when you are so sincere and impetuous. Yes, you are my slave, and your promise of obedience does not exempt you from the need to suffer just punishment for your insubordination. Do you agree?" she asked him, increasing the pressure of her foot on his head.

"Yes, Mistress. I could atone for my guilt by polishing your shoes," he proposed.

"Eh no, my dear. That is part of your duties, and surely a punishment cannot involve you doing something that makes you happy, can it?"

"Yes, Mistress. You are right." he admitted, with sadness and a certain awe.

"Good. Now get up!" she ordered him.

"My Mistress, please... don't kick me out," he begged her, as he obeyed her, fearing that she meant to deny him the chance to stand at her feet.

"Drop your pants and bend forward!" she commanded.

Though surprised by that request, the reasons for which he could easily imagine, he could do nothing but bend over and comply with his Master's wishes.

"Now answer truthfully. From one to ten, how much does it weigh on you to have to go back to study?" she asked him.

"Ten, Mistress," he admitted.

"Good. Count it ten then." she told him, lashing the first stroke on his buttocks.

With each stroke, Ludovico gasped and counted. More than the pain, he sensed the humiliation of that punishment his Teacher had decided to inflict on him and marveled at the pleasure he derived from it as he endured it.

In those acts, there was always present the idea of childish play, of something deeply intimate that made one free and happy.

It was something Ludovico did not imagine could exist, a condition he was sure was denied him, because it was distant from the darkness of those desires, he had always considered shameful and dastardly.

After punishing him in that way, Alice allowed him to return to his knees and kiss and thank the hand that had struck him.

Then, with equal firmness but equal gentleness, she returned to speak to him to persuade him to resume his studies and granted that he might foreshadow how pleasant it would prove to be to do so at the feet of his beloved Teacher. With complicit mischief, rummaging with a foot through his hair and into his mouth, she suggested to him the possible rewards with which she would reward his diligence and the delightful punishments she would be able to inflict on him for every smallest mistake.

In the end, Ludovico could not help but be convinced, and even excited, about the hours he would spend with her studying. In this way, he would obey her orders and fulfill her will, acting as a subject who defers to the rule of his Lady and Sovereign.

It was this idea, of sweet and loving bondage, that infused him with the strength to board that train and go to the university in order to get the information he needed to take the exams.

Walking through the streets of that city from which he had unwillingly had to part, he found that he no longer missed it. He understood and was certain, that the only place he wanted to be, the only home he wanted to return to, was the home of his beloved Teacher.

He felt a sense of peace, of bliss, in perceiving this truth, in feeling the fierce need to return to her, to hear her voice and receive the caress of her smiles.

In Alice's eyes, in the way she knew how to treat and guide him, his fears began to dissipate, to become almost insubstantial. He knew that if he could love her and allow himself to love her honestly, freeing himself from all fear, his whole life could change, achieving the fullness he now despaired of finding.

It was with this image, with this strange elation, that he went to his Teacher that day. When she opened the door for him and invited him in, Ludovico bowed and kissed her hand, just as he used to do every day, with that humility and reverence in which was contained the meaning of his presence there.

In spite of everything, the onset of their meetings continued to take place under the banner of an initial modesty and reticence. It was as if, their games, were never taken for granted and needed the right amount of time before unfolding.

Alice could clearly feel his desire to prostrate himself and lick her feet. She also knew she could ask and demand it right away, to make sure he did not hold back his ardor, but she loved that shyness, the way he tensed and vibrated, the slow, relentless yielding when he blushed with excitement and embarrassment.

She wanted those pleasures, those desires, to unfold spontaneously, so that she could see the seeds she had planted take root and blossom with just the right amount of slowness, until they became sturdy trees that nothing and no one could break.

"One crumb at a time," she thought, as he followed her and, though silent, waited to curl up at her feet like a dog.

Carefully and benevolently, she listened to the tale of his day and it seemed to her that, as he spoke to her, he wagged his tail and made merry, trying, with his muzzle, to snatch a caress from her.

Alice, then, praised his obedience and encouraged him to persevere and commit himself to study in order to take the exams he was missing from graduation as soon as possible. Then she smiled, imagining she could roll him on the floor and show his belly before giving him a cookie to reward him.

She would offer it to him by holding it between her toes. She would enjoy thwarting his every attempt to reach for it until she would drop him to the floor, to crush and crumble him so that he could lick the crumbs off the floor and off her foot.

"I just got back. As you can see, I haven't had time to take off my shoes yet," she said, suggesting to him the possibility of being rewarded for his diligence.

"May I?" asked Ludovico, amusing her with his own blush.

"Yes, my beloved disciple. You may. I had a tiring day today. I wouldn't mind a foot massage. Do you think my disciple would know how to make himself useful by relieving my fatigue?" she asked, mischievously, smiling at the brief gasp with which Ludovico greeted her words.

"He would be honored, my Teacher." he replied, as she tried to restrain the tremor with which his hands denuded her feet.

"Very well. But first you will have to make me some good coffee. Come on, run, my disciple!" she playfully urged him and patted him on the butt.

A vague, painful foreboding peeped through her thoughts as she waited for Ludovico to return bringing her coffee.

Carefully and with a kind of wistful tenderness, she followed his meek and awkward movements.

In silence, like a queen waiting to receive the care of her servant, she let him settle down, sitting on the floor.

Then she watched the thoughtfulness with which he took her feet and laid them in his lap, before lifting one of them and bringing it almost up to her lips so that she could breathe him in, holding his aroma in a suspended kiss as he massaged, lovingly, the plant.

"Is he, my slave? My dog?" wondered Alice.

She could have called him a dog-disciple. She could have induced him to bark, crawling around her chair, while she clapped her hands and, benevolently, taunted him. In this way, she would have made him docile and obedient, making him feel free to express himself and be truthful.

Ludovico appeared beautiful to her when he found the courage to be himself. His face relaxed into a serene and blissful expression. And Alice was moved, because she knew that she was the only person who could free him, allowing him to live as he had always wanted.

At that moment, however, reasonably or perhaps on a mere whim, he preferred not to avail himself of this power, believing that their relationship should reach a more solid degree.

"I received an offer to work in an orchestra," she said, breaking that silence, in a tone that seemed to want to deprive those words of weight.

"Very good news! What is it about?" asked Ludovico.

"It's a contract lasting about a year. In Japan. It's a good opportunity. I will take a leave of absence at work."

The silence that followed was deafening. Ludovico felt a knot tighten in his throat. He tried to maintain control, to try to understand the meaning of those words.

Alice had promised to help him prepare for his Latin exams; he could not leave. It was, this, the first, stupid thought that came to him, to silence everything else, to make sense of that disappointment and his bewilderment.

"Stay." he wanted to ask and pray.

He was unable to do so; he did not know how to express that simple and obvious wish.

He waited and lingered in that silence, in the growing pain that he wanted to be able, at all costs, to hold back and hide. He could not ask anything of Alice, he had no right to do so, and it was not right for him to try to hold her back by showing her his own despair. And he convinced himself that this was the only reason he kept silent.

What he most feared, in fact, was a rejection that could turn that separation into abandonment. If he had asked her to stay, he would have found himself naked, exposed, in all the fragility of his being, of his insecurities, of that love that besieged him and that he could no longer do without.

He thought only of this: of his own fears. Unable to comprehend how much she wished she could listen to that plea that she read on his face, in the mournful gaze that tried to dissimulate that pain and moved frantically from one point to another in the room, to hold back the tears that moistened his eyes.

He continued to remain silent, stood still, unmoving. He hoped, perhaps, that in this way that moment would remain frozen, suspended in time, that it might somehow suddenly vanish, reveal itself as a kind of hallucination.

Only when Alice moved away from him, without concealing his annoyance, did he seem to return to that reality, to his own inability to cope with it, closing in on himself, as if all the words, the acts that had little by little built up that deep intimacy that bound him to his Teacher, had never existed.

A feeling of shame and anger, invaded him. He felt mocked. He thought that Alice had grown tired of him, that she considered him a useless and ridiculous man.

On the other hand, how could he believe that a woman like her could love him? What was she supposed to do with a man who licks his feet like a dog. He might have been okay for a little fun, but he was certainly not the man she would have wanted by her side.

She was leaving, because she wanted to get rid of him, because she needed someone else. Someone who would allow her to live a relationship, a healthy, normal one, with whom she could start a family.

These increasingly cruel and vicious thoughts continued to devour him and make his silence even more tenacious and dull. At that moment, he found himself wishing he could erase every moment he spent in the company of his Teacher, so that he could erase the humiliation he had suffered.

Alice understood the reasons for his behavior. She knew well his fragility, similar to that of a not weaned puppy, and the care she had to take of him. Nevertheless, she felt offended by that silence and refused to rescue him.

If he had said even one simple word, if he had had the courage and honesty to utter any verse with which to express his feelings, she would not have hesitated to reassure him and make him understand that that journey would not divide them and, perhaps, she would even have told him that she loved him.

None of this happened. Ludovico, with that silence, appeared stupid and arrogant to her, similar to all those men she had always detested.

He was no longer her dog. He could no longer be her property. After the endless patience and generosity with which she had labored to help him blossom, she decided it was right to abandon him to his fate and punish him, even though she knew that, in doing so, she would be punishing herself as well.

"I think you know me well enough by now, at least as far as I have allowed you and deemed you worthy and capable of reaching. Surely you know how much I love and find it right for a man to be properly submissive and devoted to me. But he who does not express his thoughts and emotions, who is not capable of openly communicating what he feels, is not submissive, not in the way I intend and desire. If anything, he is a doormat, and I don't like doormats, I don't know what to do with them," she said, not caring how much those words might hurt him and push him to close himself even more in his own silence.


11th Song - Adagio

A birthday to celebrate


Marta puffed and opened the window slightly to let out the cigarette smoke. Alice shivered and extinguished the stub, hugging her shoulders to shield herself from the sudden cold that invaded the kitchen.

"You smoke too many cigarettes, more than your father smoked," Marta said to her daughter, with an air of reproach.

"Sometimes I even smoke a pipe," Alice answered her, as she distractedly followed the outline of the turtle-shaped ashtray with a finger.

It was a child's work, made with clay. He remembered the pride and excitement with which he gave it to his father for Father's Day, in the absolute and firm belief that he would like it.

The end result actually left much to be desired. One could barely deduce that it was a turtle, but he was only five years old when he made it, and it could be considered a good result after all.

"When are you leaving?" asked Marta, distracting her from her thoughts.

"Next week," she replied, a little annoyed.

"So soon? What about your cats? When were you planning to bring them to me?"

"There will be no need to bring them here. They'll stay at their house, so they'll be less stressed."

"You don't think I can go back and forth every day, I hope!" said Marta, looking contrite.

"No, Mom. Don't worry about it. You won't have to take care of it, don't worry," Alice reassured her.

"And who will take care of it, then? Your boyfriend?"

Alice smiled. She would soon turn thirty-three, but her mother always seemed to regard her as a teenager.

"I don't have a boyfriend. Nor a man. I have a friend who will be happy to take care of them in my absence."

"A friend? And what is the name of this friend?" she asked her, showing herself far from convinced that it could be just a friend.

"Ludovico. And he's just a friend." reiterated Alice, trying to make her mother desist from what loomed as a possible interrogation to extract information and obtain some sort of confession.

Who knows how she would have reacted if she had seen Ludovico, with his long, woman-like hair. Perhaps she would no longer have found the idea that that might be her daughter's boyfriend so attractive; she would have considered him one of those scoundrels she had always warned her against when she was still in high school.

Imagining nothing of the sort, Marta gave her a sidelong glance. Then she smiled and went back to peeling the apples for the cake she was making.

Apple and cinnamon cake were Alice's favorite. Her mother used to make it for her when she visited. On that occasion, she thought she could also take advantage of it to celebrate her birthday in advance.

It was essential for Marta to make her cake and force her to make a wish before blowing out the candles, but that year, because of the trip to Japan, it would not be possible to do so on the exact day her daughter would have her birthday.

"I'll make it a little bigger, so you can take a slice to your Ludovico, too," she said, taking another pair of apples from the basket.

"He certainly won't mind," Alice merely replied, amused by her mother's new attempt to investigate her supposed friendship.

Ludovico knew nothing of Alice's intentions. The way they had greeted each other had seemed to him akin to an involuntary goodbye, and so it would have been if she had not decided to give him another chance.

She was still angry, at times even furious. Nevertheless, she could not help but feel pity and mercy, for her precious disciple.

She would ask him to take care of the cats and the house during her absence. She would have allowed him to obey her, to understand that by that request, by pretending to punish him, she was forgiving his sins and allowing him to continue to be part of her dwelling.

Perhaps he did not deserve it. Perhaps Alice's affection, her love for him, prompted her to be too lenient, but life is too short to waste time and happiness on useless grudges.

Ludovico was just a fool. He was simply a man. Alice knew she had to care for him. She knew she had to work hard to educate and guide him. He was still a good disciple, of this she was convinced, and she did not intend to deprive herself of his presence.

She was going to enjoy him, treat him with proper severity. She would have humiliated him, laughed at his bewilderment and embarrassment. Who knows what he would have felt doing the chores for her.

Performing the duties of a simple servant, doing it without getting any reward, without the chance to squat down and lick her feet, would have given him, equally, pleasure, but it would also have punished the arrogance of his silence.

Alice felt sorry for him, thinking of the despair in which he was plunged. She imagined him as an abandoned puppy, sadly curled up on the threshold of her abode, hungry and so afraid that he was unable to scratch at the door to ask to come in. He would wait like this, forever, until she decided to open to him and allow him to beg for her forgiveness.

She was still not sure she wanted to grant him full absolution right away. Perhaps she should have left him cold. Let him understand that he could be forgiven, that he did not have to feel abandoned, but nothing more, nothing that would make him feel that he did not have to work hard and correct himself, doing his best to atone for his sins and obtain his just forgiveness.

"Have you talked to the doctor yet?" asked Marta, bringing her back to reality.

Alice watched her in silence. The flowered dress, which her mother was wearing, was dusted with flour. Some of it had gotten on one of her cheeks as well, and she reached out and gently took it away with one finger to caress and try to chase away even the worry that lurked in that question.

"Yes, mom. Don't worry, I have already made contacts to perform the usual checks. Everything will be fine." he reassured her, kissing her hard, like when she was a child.

She did not want her to be sad. He did not want to hear her voice trembling with tears he could not hold back. He did not want to hear her tell him how important he was to her, how long he had longed for her, or for him to tell her again about the unexpected way she had come, as if it were a miracle for which, she and her father, had long prayed.

There was no time for all this, just as there was no time for grudges. She had a life to live, just this.

"Does Ludovico like apple pie?" asked Marta as if resuming a conversation left unfinished.

"I don't know, he probably does. I've never met anyone who didn't like apple pie, and he'll certainly like the one you make."

"You should know what your boyfriend's favorite dessert is. I knew all of your daddy's favorite dishes, especially desserts."

"He's not my boyfriend, he's just a dear friend. And daddy loved you, he would eat anything if you made it."


12th Song - Sostenuto

The dignity of a slave


The idea, in Ludovico, of being wrong, of having to heal from what made him so different from others, represented a tenacious and voracious torment from which he could not free himself.

Nevertheless, that idea, he had always been overwhelmed by the hunger of his desire and the growing realization that there was nothing he could do to change his nature.

He knew he had to contain it, hide it, even repress it, out of some sort of survival instinct, but the hope that he could live it freely, without feeling shame, never faded.

The first woman who had given him hope that this was possible had been Luisa. She possessed a domineering disposition, manners that bordered on arrogance.

Clinging to that image full of arrogance and insolence with which she offered herself to him, Ludovico trusted that, in time, she might allow herself to be introduced to those pleasures to which she was probably not entirely unfamiliar.

It heartened him and fueled his vein hope, that day when, while they were talking about literature and cinema, she told him about one of her favorite films and a scene that particularly moved her. Ecstatic, as if identifying herself with that sequence of images, she described the way in which the protagonist, after being slapped by his lover, knelt down and kissed her hand, declaring that he was her servant.

It seemed obvious to him that if Luisa loved that scene so much, necessarily, she could take pleasure in it and feel it was right for him to do the same and become her servant. Therefore, he thought and almost convinced himself, that he could achieve that end.

He did not know how this could happen, and the times he tried to introduce the discussion by talking generically about these kinds of drives, Luisa seemed disinclined to accept them and much more inclined to consider them perversions.

Yet, there had been an occasion when, squabbling, she had intimated to him to keep quiet by calling him her slave.

He did not quite remember the reason for that brief altercation. It was more of a capricious and childish motion that he had no way of grasping.

Other similar events did not occur again, and soon their relationship ended before he had a chance to find new opportunities to realize his dream.

That experience mortified him and he realized how little importance an individual's character had if it was not supported by a sufficiently open mind, such that it could emerge and push itself beyond the brief flashes granted by instinct.

Ludovico's unsatisfied and increasingly voracious hunger began, then, to spill over into writing. For fun, or to lend his desire a kind of ephemeral physicality, he transcribed the thoughts and images that besieged his mind, putting them down on paper.

His dreams slid across the white sheets and wove stories in which he could imagine and feel, the thrill of prostrating himself and worshiping a woman, of being able to be her slave.

The first few times, shocked by that tangible sign of his own darkness, he tore the ink-stained pages to erase all traces of those thoughts.

He repented, ashamed, but then, equally, he went back to writing, more and more assiduously, worrying only that no one could find and read those stories.

There also emerged, later, a certain vanity about what he was writing, the idea that that need to transcribe his emotions could be an expression of an artistic talent that could be forged, succeeding in gaining some kind of literary dignity.

Moved by these illusions and hopes, he began of the possibilities offered by the Internet to publish poems and stories, which were increasingly detailed and extensive.

Through an anonymous blog he was able to communicate what he had always kept, jealously, within himself.

He wrote about his dreams, his desires. He represented and analyzed them, overcoming that shame that caused him to repress them.

He still did not accept them, no, not completely. He remained in suspense, stuck in that limbo of his being that he did not know how to free himself and that, dream after dream, grabbed him and dragged him down, into the darkest recesses of his mind.

Marina arrived at that very moment. She offered Ludovico her own lies, her own betrayals. She made him love her and, without knowing it, punished him for turning away from himself, for still trying to escape from the honesty of his own desires.

Lying to her and to himself, Ludovico reintroduced his usual adoring and romantic attitude to her. He deluded himself, once again, that it could be okay, that sincerity was not necessary, that it was enough to be able to allude to that pleasure while continuing to keep quiet about it.

Marina liked to feel adored, but she was not a slave, what she wanted or what she was thinking about, not as well as Ludovico who, in vain, hoped to be able to suggest it to her.

A slave has dignity, he is not a weak man, nor a doormat. He can and must be proud when he humbles himself at the feet of his Mistress.

He must be joyful and grateful if she decides to welcome him to her. There can be no offense, no shame, when they both desire and know how to share the intimacy and purity of that love.

Ludovico could not be Marina's slave. He could not, because she was not his Mistress, because he did not know how to be honest, either with her or himself.

He was not her slave, no. He was a fearful man and, for that reason, although he did not want to, he became her doormat.

He pretended not to notice the wounds she inflicted on him, not to detect the obvious lies and betrayals. His body, however, became aware of everything and decided to fight back, to punish the stupidity and blind tenacity with which he remained a prisoner of himself, denying himself the chance to be happy.

His erection began to lose vigor. No matter how much Marina could arouse him, he was no longer able to penetrate her. And, despite the diligence with which he knew how to do his best to pleasure her with his own mouth, it did not take long for her to tire of the man who did not know how to be a real man.

Ludovico continued to lock himself in an increasingly fierce silence, which devoured him to feed his dreams. He could do nothing but return to writing, cultivating those images that besieged his mind, until he slipped into the cavern of a limbo from which it would be increasingly difficult to re-emerge.

With greater zeal, obsessed with his own fantasies, he labored in the care of the virtual space in which he published his stories.

The need to externalize that side he had always been compelled to repress led him to choose an exceedingly funny nickname: foot-kisser.

It was probably far from inviting as a name. Nevertheless, he managed to get the attention of wild-road, causing her to want to experience those extravagant love games he so ardently described.

A few months later, they stripped off the mask of nicknames, and Ludovico was able to meet and satisfy Alessia's curiosity.

For him, it was a kind of first love. He nostalgically recalled her long, tapered feet, her slender, hourglass-like toes.

He remembered that first evening, the sangria, the embarrassment with which he dipped a finger in Nutella and used it to draw a heart under her soles, the shyness and excitement with which he licked it and felt his own dreams come true.

For a while they loved each other. Just for a while. The sincerity and spontaneity of that evening was lost.

Alessia liked Ludovico's attention to her feet. She liked it when he licked them in the morning to wake her up, but she had always protested against the idea that this could take on the connotations of a submissive condition.

Ludovico, again found himself having to contain his own desire, to be content with that play and to suppress, mitigate, dilute, the scope of those dreams, the stifled scream that begged to be released.

He closed in again, folded, more and more, within himself and was overcome by dissatisfaction and insecurity, as that love withered and, in its place, blossomed a feeling of rancor and indifference with which Alessia punished him, inflicting new pain.

Again, Ludovico, increasingly lonely and hopeless, immersed himself in his own dreams. New images, new words. That desire that devoured him, the pain that propped up every thought.

He had no other reality to cling to than those stories in which he could feel free to live his dreams.

His stories, more and more detailed, resembling a ritual by which he celebrated his devotion to an unattainable deity, became a kind of mute plea asking to be heard and understood.

That desire became like a vortex that sucked him in, from which he could no longer free himself. It became increasingly difficult for him to concentrate on anything else. Even his drawings became an illustration of that dream, a way of celebrating it.

In that state, even the energy he was able to devote to his university studies was diminished, and he was pervaded by the melancholy and loneliness that had worn him down since his early teens.

He had nothing but his dreams. Just those. And he began, thus, to devote himself only to them, to strive to sublimate and ennoble them through his art.

With Stefania it was a little different. Ludovico had begun to get some small, if mild, recognition for his stories. Some he had published with a small publishing house and this, probably, had made him a little less insecure or perhaps, the pain had caused him to be more aware and equally resigned to himself.

Stefania was also very curious. She possessed a voracious, spontaneous sensuality, capable of seduction and enchantment. Ludovico, for his part, understood that he could boast of a sufficiently pleasing appearance, which made it easier for women to desire to have him at their feet, without being too scandalized by his urges.

Stefania also seemed pleasantly amused by the possibility of studying his desires, sensing a deep and intense erotic charge in them, but this idea remained suspended in limbo, unable to be fully realized.

There was, in her, something extremely intense and enveloping that resembled the dangerous image of a femme fatale with playful and childlike ways.

Ludovico noticed this, but pretended not to pay attention to it. Just as he did not pay due attention when she told him that she had recently come out of a troubled relationship.

Naively, he convinced himself that he could be more than an obvious nail-biter.

Their affair was brief, like a summer storm. There were good times, but also new pain, and it became more ingrained in him, the idea that joy and love were denied him.

The mistake he made was always the same: believing that what was not, would be.

He waited patiently for reality to change, for it to become similar to his dreams, until, without realizing it, he began to repress himself, to hide, deluding himself that then, in a time not far off, he would be able to freely express what he felt.

He pretended not to understand that the need to conceal his desires, was only a slow and inexorable dying, and that what drove him to act this way, was only the fear of being judged and not being accepted, of losing that love to which he remained tenaciously clinging, that love that was not his due, that only served to torment and humiliate him, forcing him to keep silent and lie.

With Tiziana, he thought it might be different. In reality, he felt no love for her; perhaps she had never even liked him.

Their encounters aimed only at satisfying their mutual desire to experiment. Probably, after so much unrequited love, that was just what he needed.

Ludovico was able to kneel down. Kiss her shoe. Respond when she called him a slave. It was exciting, thrilling, but also very depressing.

This was not what she wanted. The ardor of his remission, that desire that haunted and devoured him, needed to be nourished by a feeling of love.

Only in this way and in no other way could he feel fulfilled and feel no shame for his actions.

Would he ever have told these stories to Alice? Would he ever be able to confide to her what he was feeling, what he had felt?

His Teacher always had a look filled with mercy for him. Ludovico could feel welcomed, loved.

He felt, in turn, that he loved her and was beginning to fear that she might abandon him, that her judgment might change.

Despite everything, he still found it hard to believe that she could want him exactly as he was, as he had always dreamed and desired. He was tortured by the idea that everything could turn out to be some kind of misunderstanding, that what appeared to him to be true was only an illusion.

This was the reason for his hesitation, for the constant wavering that caused him to shy away from the pleasure she offered him.

He felt that if that enchantment was broken, he would in no way be able to bear it. The suffering it could have engendered would have been too great, and it would have been impossible for Ludovico to be able to mend his own soul once again.

One year. For a year, Ludovico would have to wait, to be a prisoner of his self-inflicted torment. His Teacher, however, had had mercy on him, had entrusted him with her dwelling, and he could imagine and feel that he was her own, on a par with a servant.

Alice had allowed that he could think that. She preferred not to be explicit, not as much as she could have been.

She asked him to take care of her house and cats kindly, amicably. Only at the end, before saying goodbye, perhaps simply to evade the embarrassment of emotion, did she go so far as to tell him not to forget to take care of her shoes as well.

Ludovico went over the images of that moment and every moment spent with his Teacher. Every word he had foolishly withheld from her pierced him and made him groan in pain.

He knelt down, dreamed of Alice's return, the moment when he could see her again and prostrate himself at her feet or run to her like a festive dog.

Writing would have been easier for him. He would, perhaps, have abandoned that reticence that inhibited the sincerity of his emotions.

He would have made Alice read every story and poem he had written. He would have completely denuded his own soul, let her look at it, feel it, know that it was there for her, so that she could and would dispose of it.

He thought and wished that Alice could read his every thought, even the ones he had never written, the ones he had never even been able to formulate. He wished and feared that she could and would.

He would lay every sin, every weakness and frailty of his own being, at her feet and so, sincerely, in that honesty that knows no modesty, he would beg her to accept him, to make him hers forever.


13th Canto – Calando

Shishi odoshi


Alice's first impression was not very favorable. The city she faced was immense and crowded, populated by imposing skyscrapers, extremely far from the romantic image of traditional houses made of wood, thatch and paper or the wind colored by cherry blossoms.

Alice did not like large metropolises. She needed to be constantly in contact with nature, to sink her feet into the earth and grass. Finding herself immersed in a landscape filled with concrete saddened her and she almost regretted taking that trip.

Even the guesthouse where she was staying was located in an area where traces of the Japan, she had dreamed of seemed to be completely absent. The interior decor, however, at least partly heartened her because, among the modern and Western elements, it retained some hints of traditional Japanese style, with even a shishi odoshi fountain at the entrance.

The time to process that disappointment, however, was very short. Soon she found herself totally absorbed in rehearsals with the orchestra.

The conductor, Roberto's friend, a man in his fifties with seemingly affable manners, concealed an exceedingly controlling and demanding nature that was not long in manifesting itself.

Alice found herself sweating over the strings of her own violin, even more than she did when her father gave her lessons.

The days followed one another with a frantic and pressing pace; she could hardly distinguish the beginning and the end of each individual day, as if they were bound into a single time that allowed her no respite.

Growing fatigue sometimes clouded her vision, creating difficulty for her to read the notes on the score, but she gritted her teeth, kept going, just as she had always been accustomed to doing, just as her father had taught her to cope with life.

She who was his only daughter. The beloved and much desired daughter. The daughter who could not let him down, who had to know how to do for three: one and three. She could not give up and could not even let out the efforts she had to make not to stop.

She would strive and give all of herself, tenaciously and stubbornly, despite her aching fingers and ankylosed hands, until the evening came, when she could finally throw herself on the bed and fall into a deep sleep, rejoicing that that bedding was not the futon in which she had naively dreamed she could sleep.

In the short breaks she was allowed, she tried, strenuously, to find a glimpse of the Japan she had longed to see.

She would walk the wide streets overlooked by skyscrapers, among the brightly lit signs, and cautiously glimpse into the narrowest and most hidden alleys, but her forays never bore good fruit.

It was as if, that Japan she was looking for and expected to find, had for some reason decided to hide from her gaze.

Comforting her was only Ludovico's e-mails. As long as his eyesight and fatigue permitted, he read the poems he composed for her, thrilling to those increasingly ardent and sincere declarations with which he confessed his love for her.

The distance had done him good, allowed him to reflect and mature. His messages ended with a "woof woof," at which she could smile and rejoice.

Alice had little time to respond to him and feared that he might misunderstand her silences. So, to reassure him or, perhaps, just because she felt like it, she demanded to hear that verse with which he signed himself.

Her beloved disciple did not disappoint her. Crawling, grateful and proud, barked several times in his honor, recording his own voice in an audio file that he sent her with the next e-mail.

Alice was thrilled to be able to listen to it. It was a friendly, familiar sound. A sound she needed. It made her tender and excited to think about Ludovico, but she was still angry, perhaps even angrier than when she had left.

If he had begged her to stay and if, instead of freezing and remaining silent, she had shed a few sincere tears at his feet, Alice, perhaps, would never have embarked on that journey. She probably would have stayed there with him, within the familiar walls of her abode, with her cats curled up in her lap and her beloved dog-disciple cuddling her feet.

His obedience, however, deserved to be rewarded, so he decided to send him, in turn, a recording of his own voice, so that he would also save the time and effort involved in writing.

"Bravo, lickspittle! Also learn to write it like a dog would, holding the pen in your mouth. Are you able to do that? I await a picture... Lickspittle!" she told him, in a squeaky, playful voice, showing no shadow of the fatigue that overcame her and made her sink into bed.

She fell asleep imagining the enthusiasm with which Ludovico would have listened to her message. He would have barked, she was sure, he would have done so even if she was not there to hear him. It would have been a spontaneous motion of his soul, song and jubilation of ecstasy and joy.

Yes, he would have barked like a madman, a madman, hurrying to get a paper and pen so he could obey his Mistress' command.

She would have liked to see him, yes. She would have liked to step on his hands and make him groan as he begged her to forgive him. And then she would have grabbed him and yanked him. She would have shouted in his face how stupid he was, and then hugged and kissed him hard.


14th Song - Stringendo

Cherry blossoms


"What do you think of Tokyo? Do you like it?", Haruo asked her.

They stood in front of the buffet in the lobby of the guesthouse. Alice had just resolved to abandon the idea of having a traditional breakfast, which was too large and long for her to consume, opting for the Italian breakfast, with a simple coffee and brioche.

She did not wait until Alice had time to respond. She did her best to mask her thoughts and avoid offending him, but Haruo equally caught the disappointment and disappointment in her eyes.

"Let's go." he said, grabbing her hand.

"What about the proof?" she tried to object.

"Didn't they tell you? Today is midori no hi, there is no rehearsal. Even musicians need to rest and thank nature."

Alice was thrilled to receive that news and would have liked to take advantage of that opportunity to sleep, but she finally let Haruo convince her and he led her to a park not far from the guesthouse, where the sky was colored by cherry blossoms.

"There! You Westerners need this to be able to love Japan," he told her, playfully and good-naturedly, as his face widened into a frank and sincere smile.

Haruo was a young man with a mild and gentle air. He played the cello, Alice really liked his style, he conveyed passion.

When he began to play, he seemed to alienate himself from everything and everyone, as if reaching a faraway place accessible only to him. It was like that for her, too. Playing the violin allowed her to reconnect with herself. She could hear and distinguish every beat, every breath, as if her body and soul embraced.

Alice breathed in deeply and filled her eyes with the image of the tree tops swaying in the clear sky. Haruo led her to a small wooden bridge overlooking the Shakujii River and, from the bag he carried over his shoulder, pulled out a bento.

"Do you like Tokyo?" he returned to ask her, offering her an onigiri.

"Yes!" replied Alice, enraptured by the sight that made her as happy as a child.

The cherry petals danced in a light breeze and gently settled on the water's surface. Alice, following their course, wished she could hold the image of each of them and catch every smallest detail until she merged with those petals and slipped into the wind and over the river as gracefully as they did.

She, who usually wore only black, pictured herself wrapped in a long white dress, on whose fabric the cherry blossoms clung.

The hem of the robes grazed her slender ankles. Her bare feet skimmed the river water and ran over the mantle of pink petals.

Haruo, meanwhile, spied her face. He was as enraptured by her beauty as she was by the swirl of petals falling into the water.

He stroked a lock of her hair, but she hardly noticed. Haruo, then, leaned over and brushed her lips with a kiss.

It was a gentle, respectful, almost childlike kiss. Alice could not be offended by that boldness and, pulling away from him, gave him one of her sweetest smiles.

She liked Haruo and, for a moment, thought she might kiss him back and hold him, to feel the warmth of his body.

She felt like it. She felt sad, lonely. Surrendering to that moment filled with tenderness that had been offered to her seemed almost a necessity.

The image of Ludovico, however, peeped into her thoughts and she did not feel like betraying him like that. He was her beloved dog and, crouched at the doorstep, he was anxiously awaiting the return of his Mistress.

For Alice, that possession, implied a condition of exclusive and mutual belonging. To give in to Haruo's flattery would have tainted the purity of the bond that united her to Ludovico.

"Do you miss him?" asked Haruo, sensing the reasons why she, while not rejecting him, hesitated.

"Yes, very much," she replied, as if only in that instant had she come to the full realization of the pain her beloved disciple's absence caused her.

She leaned over the parapet of the bridge and, as she watched the cherry blossom-colored water flowing by, she felt a growing desire to be able to return home.

Again, Alice breathed in deeply the air of that landscape.

She wanted to preserve that dreamy image and take it with her. She wanted to hug Ludovico again and blow, into his mouth, that light breeze, so that he too could see and feel the beauty of that scene and know, too, that Alice's heart, at that moment, was full of his absence.

She raised her eyes to the sky and stretched as a slightly stronger gust of wind stirred her dress and hair. Her vision blurred for a moment. She was tired; she needed to rest. She turned to Haruo to ask him to take her back to the guesthouse, but her legs trembled and everything blurred, in her eyes and mind.

When she came to, she squinted at the light, almost white and intrusive, coming in through the window. She struggled a little to get her bearings, but immediately became aware of the IV needle stuck in her arm and understood what had happened to her.

She did not have to wait long before the nurse noticed her awakening. She hurried out of the room and, shortly afterward, returned accompanied by the primary caregiver.

Alice was used to receiving that kind of attention. She observed the two figures standing in front of her bed. The woman was very young, had a slender figure, her long raven hair framed a face as delicate and fine as porcelain. The man, a little more robust and advanced in years, had short, graying hair. His face was wrinkled, marked by the pronounced wrinkles that had marked him with time.

Alice wondered if they could be father and daughter.

She did not listen to much of what was said; she did not need to. Those words were always the same, she knew them by heart by now. She only needed to see the expressions with which they looked at her to understand the meaning of each word, even those that were conveniently omitted.

Her experience in Japan had come to an end. She would return home, even sooner than she had hoped.

At least, Ludovico would have been pleased and would have celebrated her by barking in her honor.


15th Song - Allegro

Evening ablution


In front of the doorstep, Alice stopped and turned to look at her disciple.

He was following her step by step, carrying her luggage. His gaze was low, his head bowed. His whole figure was gathered in an image of deep and utter humility, but not miserable or despondent. In that condition flashed the anxiety and boldness of the reverent ardor with which he blandished his beloved Lady.

To a careless and unconscious gaze, she would have appeared cruel in the way she took advantage of a man in love. And he, she would have looked like one of those spineless men who let themselves be trampled on.

The reality was quite different. Alice loved him. She loved that man, her man. And she loved reading the joy and gratitude in his gaze. They were accomplices and lovers, in that game, in that mutual and intimate belonging.

They both paused to look at the landing and the closed door. They both dreamed of the same image: Ludovico lying supine in front of the doorway and Alice contentedly watching him and climbing onto his chest.

It was love and it was willingness to possess and be possessed. Love of him submitting, of her dominating him.

Wrapped in that light, embraced and enveloped in that dream, they could see each other and find each other.

Lifting a foot, Alice would have greeted and acknowledged him. Slowly, she would begin to walk over Ludovico's body. With an indulgence that knew no mercy, she would have lingered and let the heels of her dusty shoes sink into his flesh until they ached, sticking them into that small cleft that separates and unites pain and pleasure.

"I hope you have been good in my absence." said Alice, looking vaguely threatening, as they entered the house.

"Yes, my Teacher. I have behaved like a diligent and faithful servant." he replied, quivering with the desire encapsulated in those words.

"A servant? I thought you were my disciple."

"Isn't a disciple also a servant to his Teacher?"

"Answering with a question is a subtle and devious way of evading questions. You do it often; I don't like it."

"I beg your pardon, my Teacher."

"However, it is so. A disciple makes himself available to his Teacher and, in some ways, can consider himself her servant. But, if I'm being honest, right now, you sound like a doggie wagging his tail and partying.... Am I wrong?"

Ludovico remained silent. The words Alice had addressed to her, the loving mockery with which she had decided to treat him, made him feel an intense emotion that seemed to suffocate him.

He longed, ardently, with all his being, to bark back at her and to join her on all fours, crouching at her feet.

He could imagine the way Alice would smile in amusement at his teasing, the enthusiasm with which she would encourage him and reward his sincerity, allowing him to lick her feet and be able to feel welcomed and loved.

He had told her so much, perhaps everything, through the e-mails he sent her during his stay in Japan. Yet... Magically, everything went back to the way it was in the beginning.

Ludovico and Alice began to talk to each other as if that was their first meeting. They decided to play and reveal themselves little by little in a slow and relentless crescendo, to savor the joy and intimacy of that love that united them.

"Was I too intrusive? Have you felt discomfort? Be honest ... " she asked him, softly, and realized at that moment how deep her affection for Ludovico was.

"No, you were not. Your words made me imagine myself cowering."

"Are you telling me that you see yourself as a doggie?"

"Is that what you wish me to be?"

"You continue to evade my questions, and to make matters worse, you even have the audacity and insolence to ask me the very question you refuse to answer." Alice rebuked him, amused by the timid reticence with which he was confessing.

"I humbly ask for forgiveness. And I invoke the mercy of the just punishment you see fit to inflict on me so that I may atone for my guilt and be redeemed from my sin." Ludovico replied, relying on his Teacher.

"Do you think it is possible? Do you believe you can be redeemed?" she pressed him, catching sight of a new light in his eyes, the portent of the freedom that would enable him to live joyfully and without torment, his own desires.

"I am a man. And, as such, I can never cease to commit sin and deserve to be punished. This prevents me from being able to be redeemed. Nevertheless, I can acknowledge my sinful nature and ask for forgiveness by invoking your mercy."

"So, you trust in my benevolence to obtain absolution from your sins?" retorted Alice, continuing that querulousness that would help her disciple open up more and more.

"I ask to be able to confess and atone for them, to reach out so that I can achieve redemption, even though I know I will be denied it."

"Why on earth would you do that? What is the point of praying and humbling yourself for something that will never be granted to you?"

"Because that will make me a better man, worthy to be your disciple."

"So, a sinner who is incapable of acting righteously, but who recognizes his own limitations and knows how to strive, with proper humility, in a strenuous attempt to overcome them. A being I should despise, perhaps?"

"A being toward whom you should feel pity and love. A being who needs your government and mercy in order to act righteously. A being that with honesty confesses and acknowledges its sins, that can ask forgiveness for them and invoke your help to learn not to sin, so that it can continue to rise, lying in the earth, in the shadow of the heaven of your feet, welcomed and blessed by it."

"Bravo, my disciple! I am deeply impressed by your remarks. You know how to make your Teacher proud. Yes, I will punish you. With gentleness, with justice and mercy, I will punish you. I will always very gladly listen to the song of your pleas, but not now. It is right for me to answer you, to help you understand. You may ask your question again, but I want you to do it properly."

"Humble and reverent, as your disciple and grateful debtor, I sit at your feet, my Teacher. And so, I ask and pray, to know what you desire and want." said Ludovico, kneeling down.

From that position, he bent down to prostrate himself, slipping his hands under Alice's feet, in the gap between the platform and the heel of her shoe, and rested his forehead on the floor.

"Your beauty. The beauty and wholeness of your being as I can glimpse it when you sit at my feet. I want you to show yourself to me, without any fear. I want to be the guardian of your strength and fragility. To enjoy the shadows and the lights of your being. This is it, what I want. Can you understand that?"

"Yes, my Teacher."

"And now lift your gaze, look into my eyes and tell me: what do you want, what do you desire?"

"That you can enter into me and see everything, even what I fear to show. I want you to be able to take me in and nourish me, to love the shadows and lights of my being and dispose of it as your possession."

Alice lifted a foot and put it to Ludovico's lips, but before he could touch it with a kiss, she lowered it back down and induced her disciple to bend over in a vain attempt to reach him.

With humility, Ludovico kissed and licked the ground, benefiting from his own Master's satisfaction.

Those were adult words they used. Perhaps too courtly and affected, pregnant with solemn images they had stolen from some book. And they were also masks that, little by little, revealed the naked faces, the purity and childlike innocence of their emotions.

Alice was reminded of that game she used to play as a child. It was called reconciliation and was divided into four stages.

The first, was the confession of sins: to face one's sins, to take responsibility for them, to confess. It was the best time. Red faces, downcast eyes, disconnected sentences. The second stage was contrition: sorrow and reprobation for the sin committed. The third stage was satisfaction: doing something to make amends. And finally, the fourth, absolution, to take away the sin and forgive.

It surprised her to relive that game that had amused her so much but that she had perhaps almost forgotten. It surprised her and made her happy, excited, to the point that she wanted to clap her hands, like when she was a child and her father took her to the merry-go-rounds.

"Good. Well done, my disciple. Now get up and get the wine. I want to drink with you." ordered Alice, visibly excited.

Ludovico, just as he was told, took two goblets and set about pouring the wine, but then, following some kind of sudden inspiration, decided to serve drinks only to Alice.

"I asked to serve the wine. I ordered and granted that you could drink in my company, as an equal. Tell me, then, for what reason did you decide to disobey me and return to me with only one cup of wine?" she asked, curious to know his intentions.

"I ask forgiveness, my Lady, for my act. In no way could I dare to displease you... I am grateful for the generosity with which you grant that I may present myself to you, as your equal."

"Well, answer me: what is the reason for your boldness?"

"Only with your wine, my Lady, can my mouth quench its thirst. And though, in your infinite mercy, you esteem that you can receive me and keep me with you as your equal, this does not exempt me from the privilege of being your slave, and all the more so, so, I ask to be honored and rewarded." he said and knelt down, cupping his hands.

At that moment, Alice, excited and surprised by the way Ludovico knew how to follow and forestall her in that game, longed to hug him tightly and cover him with kisses.

The voluptuousness and sincerity of his remission intoxicated her. She could see his soul blossom and shine. She could see and feel him, like the most precious flower in her garden.

He drank a few sips of wine, letting his beloved servant and disciple vibrate in that silence and anticipation. When he reached near the bottom of the chalice, he collected the last sips in his own mouth and poured them into Ludovico's hands.

Promptly, he began to drink those sips. He licked them from his own hands, in a vain attempt to collect every last drop, before they slipped away and fell back to the ground.

"Is the ardor of your devotion so brief and ephemeral? Do you not think that that wine also belongs to me and that it is, for that reason, noble and useful to quench your thirst?", Alice urged him, alluding to the pool of wine formed on the floor.

Ludovico was grateful to be able to obey her. Drunk with pleasure, he bent down to prostrate himself and began to lick the floor. Lovingly, Alice placed a foot on his head to consecrate and honor his submission, indulging the movement with which he lapped the floor.

"That's a good dog, lick the floor!" she urged him, returning to the spontaneous lightness and cheerfulness of delicate childish play.

Ludovico was her playmate, and it pleased her, made her happy, to feel his head and soul complicit and compliant under her own feet.

With one last lunge, pushing her face against the ground, she moved away from him and reached the armchair.

She sat down like a queen on her own throne. She looked at the cushions on the floor and had no doubt that, Ludovico, during her absence, had lingered for a long time, sinking between those cushions, breathing in what they held of the smell of her feet.

She decided not to ask him. She did not need him to confirm the veracity of her intuition.

In that moment, Ludovico needed to be cradled and taken by the hand. He needed to feel again that he was her disciple and to sit at her feet, to listen to words he did not know he knew and that she would teach her.

She had to give him the gift of new solemn and ethereal images, of the poetry that so captivated him and would help him experience the physicality of his desire, dispelling the shadows that clouded his feeling.

"In the past, you asked me to tell you what I thought about gynarchy and matriarchy. You asked me so that you could understand your desires, probably to be absolved from what always appeared to you as something crazy and sinful. Do you remember that?" she asked him, enjoying the rapture with which he listened to her.

"Yes, my Teacher."

"Do you still wish me to tell you about it, my beloved disciple?"

"Yes, please, my Teacher."

"Don't be shy then, don't abandon the boldness with which you acted just before. Do ut des, remember?" she provoked him, Alice, playfully and childishly.

Ludovico crawled toward her. He went back to being a lovable and devoted servant. He kissed the toe of her shoes. Then he slipped them off and laid his feet, still damp and warm, on the cushions. Finally, crawling on his knees, he moved away and after lying down, performing an act of utter prostration, offered her his hands so that she could decide to step on them.

"Apparently you have been practicing new acts to reverence me. Very good. You are delightfully humble and servile.", Alice taunted him and accepted his invitation, stepping on his hands.

"Please, my Teacher. Grant that I may know your thoughts on gynarchy and matriarchy. Allow that I may understand more of my desires and my nature, of that which sometimes leaves me dismayed." Ludovico implored her.

Alice pounded, with greater vigor, her disciple's hands, not to punish him, but to indulge the motion of pleasure that invaded her.

She observed with satisfaction that man lying beneath her. She paused to consider the docile obedience and fervor with which he adored her.

She wondered about the fortuitous nature of their first meeting and how he had come so far to her abode. Everything, every single fit, seemed perfect to him, as if Ludovico was the only being who could complete it.

Pleasing himself with that thought, he placed a foot on her head, stroked it poking through her hair and transferred, onto it, his own scent.

Before speaking, she slid her foot under Ludovico's face. With the toe, she levered it under his chin and very easily got him to rise and remain kneeling, looking into her eyes.

"There is no man, to whom a woman cannot give something: a sign, an inspiration, a motivation, for if they are not violated, humiliated, denied, they make shine in their gestures and words, love, values and ideals that men need, today more than ever. To listen to men's problems, needs, doubts, hardships, first and foremost she must receive respectful attention, support, stimulation and even creative inspiration in order to credibly fulfill the most important of tasks, the most courageous and royal of commitments: that of guiding and accompanying a man. These are my thoughts on gynarchy and matriarchy. Not a vindictive feminism, not that simple opposition to masculinism, which can be summed up in hatred as a means of emancipation, but an alliance. An alliance based on the principle of the affirmation of women, of their rights, of their power in the couple, in the family and in society. Matriarchy as a clearly more evolved and superior concept of cohabitation and society than that expressed by patriarchy. Female domination regardless of gender, which can be expressed in so many ways. I believe in the concept of a couple, of two beings who although they have different characteristics, different roles, are and always remain two entities linked by a deep intimacy, a sincere feeling, a bond of belonging, within which the man must always show himself grateful for the privilege he has been granted. Can you understand my words?" she asked and sank her eyes into Ludovico's.

"No. I'm afraid I cannot fully comprehend your words. I try my best to do so, but I often feel them slipping through my mind and am tormented by the idea that I am unable to grasp them fully. Nevertheless, I am certain that I can sense them, feel them sink in and take root within me. And I wish I knew how to do more."

Alice's face lit up, listening to that confession. She felt a motion of irrepressible love and infinite tenderness for her disciple and for the timidity with which he opened up and offered himself to her.

It brought back to her mind that image, so dear to her, of a shy wildflower, the same one she had seemed to glimpse from the first time she saw him, observing him as he was intent on portraying her.

Gently, she stroked his head. She leaned over him and kissed him on the lips, to soothe him and instill confidence, so that he would not feel abandoned in the fragility of that moment when he had blossomed.

"My beloved disciple. I love your honesty. And noble and pure you appear to me, when you offer yourself to me, when you give me the truth of your being." she said and kissed him again and again stroked his head, catching a glimpse of the dog in him, the man she longed for and wanted to belong to her, the one to whom she, in turn, could belong.

With a finger she brushed his lips and induced him to part them and open his mouth. He savored that moment, the rapture of her eyes, the docility and eagerness with which he obeyed her and waited, while she collected her own saliva and made it flow and drip from her own mouth.

Ludovico held his breath. He marveled at how intimate and sweet that act was. He tasted the gift of that kiss, the slowness with which it reached his tongue and slid down his throat. It probably had no taste at all. It was just a viscous liquid that mingled and melted in his mouth, but he could discern the significance of Alice's gift of herself and fed on the essence of that nectar that his body could absorb as if it were lifeblood.

Pleading and grateful, he swallowed it and wished Alice would keep pouring her own saliva into his mouth, as if that drop had ignited an unquenchable and fierce thirst in him.

"Please." he whispered; his voice broken with emotion.

"Yes. I love it when you beg. I love to be begged. It's a delicious triumph, singing of earth, breeze gently rippling the sky. And you're very good... You can beg much better than that. But no. Not now. I am tired. And I need to wash."

"Do you want me to draw your bath?" rushed Ludovico to ask, eager to serve her.

"Soak me in the tepid, foamy water of the tub? Perhaps amid the dim light and scent of candles? Drink a good wine and relax? Enjoying your prone and reverent figure, the torment of your hunger crying out for my mercy? Yes, I would like that. But no, not now."

"What do you want me to do? How will the disciple be grateful to please his Teacher?"

"Mine, remember? I need, need to wash myself. And you, my devoted disciple, will fulfill this task. This is what I want. Will you do it?"

"Yes, my Teacher. In what way?"

"The tongue. If you think about it, the tongue is a sponge. And what is the sponge for?"

"To wash the body."

"That's right. That's right. I want you to be my sponge."

Like an ancient queen enlisting the services of her handmaiden, Alice offered herself to Ludovico's devoted care.

She let him strip her naked, and when she was free of her garments, she waited for him to do his best to wash her, just as she had commanded him.

At first, Alice sat up and stretched out an arm, handing it to her ardent and still somewhat uncertain servant, who knelt down and kissed her hand.

"A sponge, have you forgotten already?" rebuked him, good-naturedly, Alice.

Ludovico asked her forgiveness and with extreme diligence began to lick the hand he had just kissed. He began with the fingers, then moved on to the back and palm, taking care to cleanse every patch of skin.

Similarly, he continued down the arm and under the armpit, until he went up the neck and behind the ear.

Increasingly confident and totally absorbed in the pleasurable task he had been assigned, he licked and savored every trace of sweat and impudence. He felt his arousal growing and recognized the intimate and profound meaning of the strange operation that made him so much like a dog.

Alice praised him and urged him to continue without omitting anything, not even his face.

Ludovico soon began to understand the deep meaning of what he was doing. He understood that in doing so she was recognizing him as her submissive and subordinate, as part of her own pack.

Performing that act, doing it with proper care, leaving nothing out, proved to be a long job, more than Ludovico could have supposed, but he performed it with extreme diligence, inviting her, from time to time, to change position to allow him to reach every part of her body.

Alice had neither lied nor exaggerated about her need to wash herself. Ludovico could constellate this as he progressed into the shadier recesses laden with smells and tastes. He felt no disgust as he cleared them with his own tongue. He was grateful and proud to benefit from that profound and absolute honesty.

Otherwise, that act would have been meaningless; it would have been an empty and trivial moment of concupiscence, useful only for an ephemeral yet brief arousal that would leave no trace.

After descending back down her back and duly licking her buttocks, without hesitation she also sank her tongue between her buttocks and meticulously washed her Mistress' orifice. He did so without malice, like a priest celebrating a sacrament.

Likewise, he washed the inside of her thighs and tickled her sex, which could not fail to respond to the work of his mouth. Without ceasing, with commendable zeal, he tickled her labia and clitoris, believing that this was part of that evening ablution.

He was a servant, an instrument, and as such he also lived that act, collecting the humors of Alice's orgasm.

The feet he left last. Crouching beneath them, he could breathe them in and enjoy the rich flavor he found between his fingers.

The image of his Mistress, comfortably seated, thrilled him. The diligence with which he had washed her skin and the way he had gratified her pleasure, helping her relax after a long journey, made him feel, as never before, the sense of a condition of absolute and total belonging.

"It's late, I'm tired. I need sleep." said Alice, when she felt satisfied with the services of her disciple's tongue and invited him to follow her to the bedroom.

When she lay down, Ludovico curled up at her feet, eager and grateful to be able to lick them, thrilled at the thought of being able to fall asleep like this, as he imagined a good servant should.

"That's enough." commanded Alice, with extreme authority, as soon as she felt Ludovico's tongue wet her soles.

"Do you want me to leave?" he asked, looking sad and contrite.

"No. I want us to sleep together, next to each other, tenderly embraced," Alice replied, turning a look filled with tenderness to him.


16th Song - Vivace

The love of a dog


The secret was the music. Yes, Ludovico became convinced that this was what it was about: the enchantment of those notes he had heard, which he had seen rising between nimble fingers, in the harmony of soft and vigorous movements.

She owned the music. She knew how to generate it, to govern it, to bend it to her will, to turn sound into something sublime.

He had thought this, the first time he saw Alice. It was a vague, indecipherable thought, but he felt it echoing inside him, leaving him dismayed, when he heard the melody of her violin.

Even then, he wanted to prostrate himself at her feet and worship her, declaring himself her slave. And this emotion, this desire, began to torment and fill him; to make him unable to dream of anything else, as if that music had traced and unraveled the plot of the destiny he had always dreamed of.

Between the first lights of dawn, in the deep and solemn silence of that abode of which he had become a part, Ludovico knelt down, pervaded by the burning emotion that nourished him.

He stretched his ear and fumbled between the ticking of the clock and the sounds of nature awakening beyond the window, in a vein attempt to succeed in catching the notes of Alice's breath.

Full of her, prostrate as if he stood before her, he began to write about those emotions, about the suffocating desire he had to adore her.

Everything, all that was, however little it might be worth, Ludovico wanted it to belong to her, for Alice to desire to dispose of it, to derive satisfaction from it.

Totally gripped by this thought, on a piece of paper, he wrote for her words that could express that afflatus that invaded his spirit and, after laying the cup of coffee he had just made on the bedside table, he tucked them under his pillow.

"My ardor, my services, my adoring passion, everything ... " he thought and got down on his knees, crouching at her feet.

He embraced them tenderly, breathed and kissed the soles. With timid little licks, he moistened her fingers until he felt them quiver and awaken.

Alice pulled herself up and reached for the cup of coffee, which she sipped very quietly. Ludovico, in turn, leaned over and followed her movements while remaining tenaciously attached to her feet and felt her plants press, satisfied, into his face, showing that he liked that awakening.

Pretending she had not already heard and spied every movement of the ritual with which Ludovico had crossed the threshold of her room, Alice rummaged under the pillow and showed, almost, surprise at the presence of the paper he had left for her.

In silence, she read the words written on it. Then, visibly excited, she reread them aloud.

"Tenuous are the colors and shadows that fade in the dawn light.

Moist with dew is the soil of thy garden. There where I await the light of thy footsteps, the noble mud that covers them and induces me to pray, in the gentle furrow of thy footsteps.

Receive me, my Lady, have mercy on me, your servant. Lead me and grant that I may follow thee along the paths thou art want to tread, absorbed in thy thoughts.

Caress and starve my desire, tend and rub the strings of my emotions, make them vibrate.

Take my dreams and mold them, make them a reflection of your will.

Crawling, as the dawn rises, I will follow you to the place where you choose to pause and rest.

I will blossom for you in the merciful light of your laughter. Prostrate, I will kiss the hem of your garments and pray that I may be worthy to wash your feet, to feed on the mud gathered by your steps."

It was strange, embarrassing, for Ludovico to hear those silent words in which he had tried to encapsulate his own emotions.

"Bravo! Very good! More than I thought, but exactly as I hoped. A pleasant and appropriate awakening." said Alice, when he finished reading.

With her big toe she briefly stroked the contour of his lips and let him suck on it, as a reward for his work, aware of the joy and gratitude with which he received that gift he had, meekly, invoked.

Seeing the diligence and hunger with which he began to lick and suck each finger, she decided to take advantage of it and slipped the toe into his mouth.

At first, Ludovico, sucked it gratefully. Soon after, however, feeling the foot spitefully sinking deeper and deeper, the expression on his face became pleading.

Alice pretended not to mind. She continued to thrust her foot, amused by the surprise and dismay with which her slave greeted it.

"A little more, licker. Make a little effort. You don't want to disappoint your Mistress' foot? Such is his love for you that he cannot help but wish to shoehorn you all the way down. If you don't allow him to do so he will feel rejected and will never want to speak to you again." she mocked him as she felt her big toe reach her throat.

Almost with curiosity, he twirled his foot inside the oral cavity. It was marvelous to see that his slave, while feeling a certain terror, did not hint at all at rebelling.

She laughed with whimsy at the way it was possible for her to distort Ludovico's face, and for a while she continued to see if there was a way to get the whole foot inside his mouth.

"No, that's not it! The foot is offended. You will have to work hard to make it decide to forgive you," she scolded him, slapping him with the sole.

"Forgiveness, my Mistress," he hastened to implore her, hugging her feet.

"It is him you must ask forgiveness from!" she said, rubbing her offended foot against his face.

"Forgiveness, foot." he said, his voice choked by the plant pressing and crinkling his face.

"Foot? What is all this confidence? Show more respect for Mr. Foot!" she admonished him.

"Forgive me, Mr. Foot. Be merciful to your humble slave. Forgive his ineptitude." pleaded Ludovico, eliciting Alice's merry laughter.

"Mr. Foot says he will be merciful this time. He will forgive you, but only if you promise to get your footing right next time."

"Thank you, Mr. Foot. Yes, I promise." said Ludovico, emphatically kissing the plant he had begged for.

Alice laughed again and took her dog's face between the soles of his feet, enjoying shaking him.

"You're awfully funny and sweet... And you're crazy, almost as crazy as I am!" she told him and stayed looking at him in that position until he gave her the faint blush of his embarrassment.

"It's late. It's time to get up and have breakfast," she then said, pushing Ludovico away with a small pat on the forehead.

Promptly, he stretched himself out on the floor, by way of a bedside carpet, and waited, anxiously and excitedly, for Alice's feet to reach him and serve him, honoring the gesture that, otherwise, would have appeared ridiculous.

Alice sat on the edge of the bed and, silently, praised his remission by feeling the body lying underneath him, as if to check its comfort and endurance, but also, and above all, to savor the shivers and tremors that lay behind such docility.

He stood up and stretched. She stretched out her arms and pushed herself upward on her toes, remaining a few moments in balance, before falling back down, sinking her whole foot onto the body that remained tense and contracted, to offer her a stable surface on which she could move easily.

Almost inadvertently, Alice slid a foot across her throat. A gentle, yet firm and calibrated pressure. In this way, she made him perceive how vigorous the grace of her steps could be, and he became more familiar with that body that offered itself to her, to which she wanted to suggest how easily she could dispose of it.

With the same grace, the foot on his throat slid past and placed itself on one side of Ludovico's face, pressing on his cheek, until he turned away.

Ludovico saw their image reflected on the surface of the wide mirror of the closet door and could assume that it was exactly what Alice wanted him to observe.

He contemplated her, caressing her supple figure, the casual air with which he saw her standing on her own body, one foot firmly planted on her abdomen and the other, slightly arched, pressing against her cheek.

He felt enraptured by that superb, unabashed beauty, by the delicate grace with which she towered over him and triumphed. She was similar to the picture of a Goddess, capable of being merciful, but also fierce and fierce when she subdued and punished those who opposed her will.

The power of that vivid image, which he could see and feel about himself, overwhelmed him and seemed to reveal, with an intensity he had never known, what he was and what he longed to be, showing him what the nature of his dreams and emotions were.

Alice's long auburn hair, lit up in the morning sun, giving shiny honey-like glows. Ludovico sailed along the disheveled strands of hair that fell over her snow-white neck and sipped the beauty of her full lips, parted in the hint of a smile, until he reached her eyes and met them as they looked at him with an intensity equal to his own.

The pressure of her foot on his face increased, until she wrung a small grimace of pain from him. With her big toe she lingered on the corner of his mouth, almost inviting him to reverence as she denied the possibility of being reached.

"I'm starting to get a little hungry. Can you take care of breakfast while I get ready?" asked Alice, in a whimsical tone.

So, saying, she slid a foot down her slave's body and reluctantly, but very slowly, left the warmth of his skin by reaching the floor.

"Yes, of course. Thy will be done." he replied, still shaken with pleasure, letting out the intention and desire to be loved through the complicity of that sweet abuse.

"Fine. Go ahead. Wait for me in the dining room, I'll join you shortly," she ordered, with quiet arrogance.

It was amazing how intense and exciting simple, almost insignificant gestures could become. Ludovico continued to marvel at it and it was unimaginable, maddening, the exhilaration he felt as he prepared slices of bread with jam and tea for his Mistress.

He also thought that, from that day, his whole future life would depend. And so, albeit with some anxiety, he set the table just for her, in the implicit plea to be recognized again and more, as her slave.

When Alice reached him, in a gallant and extremely subservient manner, he pulled back his chair to seat her, and then knelt at her feet and, thus, waited while she ate.

By now everything, their respective beings, their recognizing and finding each other, had been revealed. It was clear what they represented to each other, yet he could not hold back and refrain from asking, from asking the question that might have seemed pointless, if not downright stupid.

Perhaps he just needed to hear her tell him what he already knew. Perhaps he wanted to be certain beyond a reasonable doubt. Or, more simply, he wanted to provoke Alice's possible reactions, to induce her to play and have fun with his desire, making it tense and vibrate for his own pleasure.

"Am I your dog?" he asked her, in a trembling voice, seeking the assent of her smile, but immediately bowed his gaze, overcome by shyness and emotion at that question with which he confessed his own desire.

He thought of how many times he had dreamed that he could be so sincere, that he could feel free to say exactly what he felt, without the need to have to mitigate and dilute his ardor so that it could be, at least in part, accepted. He understood that he had lived, for a long time, a half-life, a life in which he had been a faded shadow of himself.

"Let's see. ", Alice replied, in a playful tone, understanding the meaning of that question, which appeared a bit flippant to her.

"My dog should be on all fours, amusing me by going around my chair. All this, you have already done. But my dog, then, supplicating and hungry, should also pick up the crumbs I drop for him at my feet. Here, I will put one between my fingers. Close your eyes while I hide it, if you are my dog, you will know how to find it," she told him, slyly.

Confidently, without hesitation, Ludovico obeyed and closed his eyes, offering himself to the pleasure and amusement of Alice, who lovingly pressed his upset.

When Alice commanded him, he approached and sniffed her feet, inhaling their delicious aroma. With the tip of his tongue, he began to tickle her toes, which she spread wide, allowing him to inspect them meticulously.

She did not remove her shoes. She was wearing flip-flops with a spool heel, and Ludovico's tongue could easily peruse her toes, enjoying their warm flavor, as she offered first one foot and then the other, with her playful manner and a whimsical, sometimes childlike arrogance.

"Did you find the crumb?" she asked.

"Not yet, my Mistress," he answered her.

"No, no, no. If you don't find the crumb, you can't be my doggie. And if you're not my doggie, I can't be your Mistress," she admonished him.

"Be a good boy, search again. But be quick, before I get tired." she added, pressing her fingers on his tongue.

Ludovico continued, now certain that there was no crumb, running his tongue over and over again between her fingers.

"Well? Did you find her?" asked Alice again.

"No, not yet," he was forced to admit.

"What a disappointment! That's enough! Shoo away!" she intimated and pushed him away with a light tread.

"Oh, no, please!" he begged her and instinctively grabbed her ankle clinging to her, his face pressed against her foot, as if it appeared too painful for him to part with it.

Annoyed by his irreverent motion of rebellion, Alice freed the ankle from the meek and pleading grasp with which, he encircled her and, with footfalls, firmer and more vigorous, pushed him away until he was forced to lie supine beneath her.

Ludovico became excited, noting how much that situation recalled the idea of the Mistress training her dog to teach him to be obedient and submissive. And with that thought, he surrendered himself totally to the marvelous grandeur with which she rose over his body, climbing onto his chest.

Mesmerized by her threatening and stern air and the smug and triumphant smile that betrayed the gentleness and benevolence with which she pretended to want to punish him, Ludovico waited, almost inebriated, to succumb and feel totally annihilated.

Alice lifted a foot and lowered it onto his face. Proud and imperious, she appeared to him, as the hard surface of the sole crushed him.

Docilely he suffered her, with the mute plea of his own surrender. And when Alice loosened the pressure and partly released him, resting only the toe of her foot on his forehead, he licked and sucked the heel resting on her lips, almost as if he wanted to show his gratitude for being trampled on, and several times, with singsong insistence, he asked her forgiveness.

"Now you will be good. You will be good and obedient... like a nice doggie." Alice decreed, with infinite gentleness.

She got off his body and went back to her seat. Then she invited him to join her and slip his tongue between her shoe and his heel.

With difficulty, aroused by that game and the pleasant humiliation that came with it, he submitted by stretching his tongue as far as he could under the gentle pressure of her heel.

"A doggie, then.... Maybe mine, who knows! I've never seen a dog with clothes on. Go to the center of the room and undress." she ordered him, as soon as she was satisfied with the docile remission with which he remained motionless, his tongue stretched under her heel.

After a brief hesitation, Ludovico got up and set about to carry out the order he had been given, but immediately he felt his earlobe grabbed and was led back down, on his knees.

"I have never even seen dogs walking on two legs, except when Mistress asks, for the pleasure of being able to laugh at them. Behave properly. Remember and recognize what you are, what you wish to be. Only then can you hope that I will be persuaded and deem you worthy to belong to me." she concluded and urged him to do as she told him and reached, on all fours, the center of the room.

With hilarity, she welcomed and gulped at the embarrassment with which he undressed.

She watched him attentively and admired, with a motion of tenderness, that unconditional and almost unconscious confidence with which her disciple waited to receive new orders, remaining totally exposed to the mockery and amusement of his own Mistress, without the ability to conceal how much it aroused him that she disposed of him in that way.

"Good. Very good. Yes, you are quite a dog. Let's see if you can deserve my collar." she said and approached him.

With dry, firm orders, but still with a certain indulgence, she ordered him to remain on his knees, to bend over more, with his forehead pressed against the ground, his hands crossed behind his back and his legs spread apart.

"You will stay like this. You will not move a single muscle, for as long as I deem necessary."

With these words, Alice turned away. She left the room, returning from time to time just to check that he had not disobeyed her.

She could sense Ludovico's torment. She liked to feel the conflicting emotions that made him vibrate.

She could feel his agitation, fear, anxiety, the idea, which she could not abandon him, of offering a ridiculous spectacle of himself, but also the infinite trust he placed in her, expressing the will and desire to belong to her.

She decided to test him, to further test his remission, so that the strings of her desire would be stretched more and more.

Enthusiastic, she changed and, although the day was rather hot, put on pantyhose and shiny black décolleté that, surely, Ludovico would appreciate.

She made the sound of her own heels resound so that he, though he could not see her, could sense the change in her steps.

Then she placed her own laptop on the floor, activated the webcam and pointed it at Ludovico so that she could record his every movement.

"I decided to go out for a walk. You, like a good doggie, docile and well-behaved, will wait for me like this, without moving." she told him, barely restraining her hilarity.

Then, without waiting for him to answer her, she moved away, casting one last glance at the prone body of her beloved slave.

When he heard the sound of the front door closing again, Ludovico stood in attention, trying to catch sounds and silences that might hint at Alice's presence.

He finally convinced himself that she had really gone out and wondered how long she would leave him there, alone, to await her return.

He began to consider moving. He had already been in that position for a long time and felt the need to stretch himself, if only for a small moment.

He was on the verge of doing so, but restrained himself, fearing that she had only pretended to leave by slamming the door, and had stood there watching him in silence, waiting for him to disobey her. And even if she didn't, there was always the possibility that she would come back at any moment and surprise him, catching him in a brief, single moment of weakness.

"No, I cannot take such a risk." he thought and felt compelled to remain in that position.

The need he had to stretch himself seemed irrelevant to him compared to the need to please his Mistress and deserve to belong to her.

Persuaded by the necessity of having to prove, at any cost, his ardor and excited by the profound significance that his obedience and remission took on, he remained motionless, just as she had imposed, for a long, interminable time that he could not have quantified.

Summer had not yet begun, but the temperatures were already quite high.

Alice lifted her gaze to the sky and shielded herself from the high sun with one hand. It was a pleasant day, great for walking. Although she was not yet sure how to employ the time with which she would prolong Ludovico's tortured wait, she walked toward the streets of downtown.

It was Friday, and there was a market. She liked to stroll, in silence, among the stalls full of knick-knacks, lingering to look carefully at anything that might, in some way, pique her interest.

She could spend a lot of time this way and wondered if she had been too indulgent with Ludovico. She was certain that for him to wander through the rows of stalls would be much more arduous than waiting for her at home on his knees, and this thought made her smile tenderly.

She took the main street, immersing herself in the stream of life that flowed among the people, and proceeded to the side street that led into the square where they were setting up the market, but then, almost absent-mindedly, she crossed the gate to the public gardens, looking for a bench on which she could sit and read the book she carried in her bag.

Taking shelter in the shade of the thick oak tree foliage, she flipped through a few pages and felt the heat that was beginning to be increasingly stifling. Ludovico's martyrdom was beginning to be her own as well.

Yes, she had definitely been too good to want to put on the pantyhose for him, and when she returned home, she would make her disciple go to special and extreme diligence to show her that he was worthy of such a sacrifice.

Only an hour had passed, not enough time to prove his obedience. So, despite the scorching weather, Alice got up and continued walking until she reached the small café where she used to stop for coffee. They had air conditioning there and she would find some refreshment from that heat. Perhaps, instead of coffee, she could have had an iced tea or juice.

On the way he met Stefania, a colleague of his whom he generally found rather boring and petulant, but he thought he could put up with her for a while after all, further pushing back the time of his own return home.

They went together to get coffee. They sat on the tables outside, and despite the heat, Alice found it preferable because it allowed her to smoke freely while she endured Stefania's insistent chatter. The only thing she had not yet thought about was how she could get rid of her the moment she had had enough.

She listened to her, intervening with a few parsimonious sentences, as she complained about every smallest and most insignificant event or problem that had come her way during the school year, which, fortunately, as she made a point of pointing out several times, was coming to an end.

After skillfully glossing over her attempts to question her about why she had returned so early from Japan and when she intended to resume her school work, Alice continued to listen to her, patiently, as she continued to rage criticizing the behavior of the principal, other teachers, students, their parents, and anyone else she could think of.

It had never occurred to Alice to hear her talk about anyone without complaining about some alleged fault of her own, and she supposed that she reserved those complaints for her as well, when she happened to be talking to someone else.

Fortunately, it was lunchtime, and Stefania, spontaneously, took her leave, albeit very tentatively, leaving Alice free to pick herself up and shake off that mass of empty words by which she had been overwhelmed.

"I could leave him waiting a whole day." she thought, annoyed at the way her walk had gone and at how tiring that game had turned out to be.

She wondered if Ludovico had obeyed her. She felt a little sorry and cruel, imagining how tiring it might be for him to stand still in that position, and it worried her to think that he might have left because he was unable to pass that test, calling into question the ardor and sincerity of the feelings she had expressed that morning.

It was a fleeting but very sharp thought that left her hanging and uncertain. She did not want to give in to that fear and rush home, there would be no point in doing so, and she decided to walk along the way back with extreme slowness.

Surely, Ludovico would be able to appreciate and be grateful for the gift she would give him, and to keep walking a little longer would make it more welcome and useful to nurture him.

Along the way, she considered stopping at a pet accessories store. Ludovico was doing well; he needed a collar. She could have gotten an adorably flashy one for him to wear in intimacy, or something more discreet, a thin string he could keep around his neck at all times that would secretly remind them both of their mutual belonging.

Perhaps she could take them both and then have fun teasing her disciple into believing that if she decided to make him her dog, he would have to wear, forever and on every occasion, the flashiest collar and, when necessary, be led on a leash.

She already imagined the dismay and terror she would read in his eyes, but she knew well, too, that this crazy idea that would never be anything more than a game of fantasy would inevitably excite him.

No, she could never humiliate him like that, not publicly. She cared too much for the dignity of her beloved disciple, but she liked the idea that she was allowed to do, with him, whatever she wanted.

If it was true that the Mistress should always take care of her slave, it was equally right and indispensable that he, in turn, should rely on her completely, without any qualms, deferring to her will.

For Alice, there could be no wavering. She took nothing for granted, but she did not doubt that she deserved absolute obedience from the man she decided to love.

It was beginning to be late. Conquered by hunger pangs, Alice, stopped to eat a piece of pizza. Ludovico must have been very hungry at that moment, too, and she decided to save a few crumbs for him to pick up from the floor.

It intoxicated her to be able to engage Ludovico in those games, to initiate him into an infinity of pleasures that he, until that moment, had only been able to dream about.

As soon as Alice slipped the key into the keyhole, Ludovico breathed a sigh of relief. His limbs were so sore and aching that he might have thought a whole day had already passed since his Mistress had left.

"Very good. You look like you've been an obedient doggie. There was the laptop's webcam pointed at you. If you had stood up, you couldn't have failed to notice it, and I'm sure you wouldn't be so quiet now." she told him with satisfaction, but also with some disappointment, feeling deprived of the chance to punish him.

"There would be other opportunities" she thought, and with a heel she fiddled with the strands of Ludovico's long hair.

With studied slowness she walked away. She briefly removed her shoes to slip off her pantyhose. She squeezed them in her hands, noting that they were damp and held the intense fragrance of her long walk.

When she reached Ludovico again, she ordered him to extend his hands forward and, increasingly impressed by the perseverance and sincerity with which he obeyed her, she stepped on them briefly and climbed on them, rocking on her toes.

"Now, you will be rewarded for your obedience," she said and leaned over him, slipping the pantyhose into his mouth.

Gratefully, Ludovico benefited from their taste, the moist and warm aroma that pervaded him. He let himself be seduced by the pungent, salty notes, then by the sweetish, fruity ones, until he was overcome with dismay and pleasure at feeling his own mouth filled in that way.

"Apparently you like them a lot, even more than I imagined. You're wagging your tail." taunted Alice, noting the overbearing and honest throbbing of his arousal.

After one last push, this time with her heels on the backs of her hands, Alice made him lift just enough to get on all fours and allow her to sit on his back.

She made herself comfortable. She lit a cigarette and crossed her legs, as easily and naturally as she could have sat on any stool.

Soon after, she began to tap a few strokes on her buttocks and furrowed them with her nails, as if she wanted to carve and brand them.

Ludovico became aroused, assuming that she was tracing her name, or her initials, recognizing him as her property.

"So... A dog. Maybe my doggie, we were saying. Yes, you could be. You are cute, docile, obedient, sweet. Yes, yes, a nice doggie for me to train and feed. A doggie to own, that I can feel and recognize as my own. A doggie to offer himself to me, grateful and joyful, who can give himself and receive, as I desire." she explained, as she gently slid her fingers between his buttocks, getting him to open up and allow himself to be penetrated without resistance.

"I know how reluctant and reticent you boys are to confess these pleasures. But my doggie is not. My doggie can always be grateful and sincere." she added and, with one finger, gently began to defile his orifice.

It was something new, unknown to him. Something he feared, but at the same time craved, recognizing it as a necessary act to express absolute and unconditional belonging to his Mistress.

As Alice's finger progressed and delved into his pleasure, he felt more and more aroused by the physicality of that act by which she possessed him.

Freed of all fear, of all reticent hypocrisy, he conquered shame and began to moan, surrendering himself to the pleasure and rhythm of the shudders Alice was imposing on him, sliding her finger inside him deeper and deeper, as far as he dared not imagine.

It was a shadowy cavern, a garden of dense foliage, where no one had ever entered. It was thus that pleasure into which Ludovico went tentatively forward.

The darkness of his desires seemed to fade, to mutate, to become similar to the diffuse penumbra of that intimate and cozy garden, immersed in that dense tangle of leaves that shielded from too strong a sun.

It was not darkness, but warm, light, bright shade, like the afternoons of childhood. Alice led him through those never-beaten paths, where the only visible trace was that of her faint footsteps, and Ludovico followed them and bent down to kiss them, continuing his own crawling, like a festive dog who no longer knew how to exist without his Mistress.

"My Mistress." he thought, then, and was filled with this awareness that made him free to surrender himself, to overcome shame and embarrassment at that pleasure with which she ruled him.

That pleasure, for him, was a kind of declaration of eternal love, an act of unconditional trust that he could never retract.

This was the emotion that had invaded and subjugated him, even the first time he had knelt to adore her and wash her feet. And in a continuous crescendo, on the notes of that melody that Alice had unveiled and infused in him, that emotion had led him there, had made him able to enjoy and love the sweet intrusiveness with which his Mistress had decided to violate and possess him, to induce him to confess every secret quiver of his being, even those of which he was not yet aware.

At that moment, Ludovico understood that he was safe. He understood that Alice would never do or ask for anything more, than what he himself desired. And it was precisely this ability of hers to feel him and read his every desire and emotion, as if his soul were a sheet of music on which he could carve his own notes, that had allowed her to give him the pleasure that alone he would never have been able to recognize and confess.

Just a finger, a simple finger. Ludovico squirmed more and more, between the joy and dismay with which he succumbed to that concupiscence. With a simple finger, Alice governed his movements and sighs, just as she would have known how to do with one of the strings of her own violin.

Docile and impetuous, exactly as Alice desired, Ludovico's erection responded and matched, perfectly, the intensity with which she incented and penetrated him.

With the subtle symphony of moans and gasps, he submitted to the slower lunges, to the more vigorous ones, to the exhausting pauses, until, exhausted and overcome by that pleasure so impetuous and inexorable over which he no longer had any control, he exploded and fell back into the violent shudder of an orgasm that shook him in his limbs and even more in his mind.

His finger stopped, but remained still between her buttocks, savoring every last gasp of her surrender and the toll of her pleasure.

"Now yes, you are my dog." she decreed lovingly.

Eager to be able to see the emotion painted on his face, Alice pushed him down and turned him over, getting him to lie supine and pointed her heel to the center of his chest.

For a long time, she stood watching him like that, in that triumphant pose. With her own gaze, her smile, the smug expression with which she contemplated him and enjoyed the image of his remission, she cradled him and made him feel loved, welcomed in that desire that united them, making them accomplices and tender lovers.

She removed the shoe. She laid the sole on his face, rubbed it over his panting breath. With her fingers, she grazed and made his lips part. She grabbed and pulled out the pantyhose that still filled his mouth and shoehorned it in.

She pushed her foot in as deep as she could, as far as she had managed that morning.

Vigorously, almost violently, she kept pushing, insistently, shifting all her weight to the toe of the foot that sank into her mouth and pressed against her tongue.

"Isn't that the point of the warm, comfortable slipper? The slipper is supposed to wrap.  The slipper, with time, acquires the shape of the foot. It shapes, it expands, it molds, faster and easier than any other kind of footwear. It's the warmth of things from home, the one you always find again," Alice thought.

Ludovico was her dog, her slave, but also the warm, comfortable slipper that would await her return.

She, who did not own and did not like to use slippers, preferring the pleasant freedom of being able to move barefoot, would grant him that privilege, make him unique, a possession of her own.

When Alice freed her mouth and returned to lay and press the plant on his face, Ludovico could understand and feel the meaning and joy of that belonging and the intensity of his Mistress' love.

Spontaneously, then, he began to bark. He barked loudly, over and over again, until his Mistress sat astride his chest.

"My dog, my slave, my licker... My man. Mine." she whispered, as she stroked his hair.

That frank and sincere motion with which he had expressed his willingness to belong to her moved her. That joyful and honest barking represented the highest and purest way her man could express himself, and for that she rewarded him, dripping the copious nectar of a viscous kiss into his mouth.


17th Song - Double Movement

Noble and precious mud


Ebro of me,

praising my name,

die and rise again my beloved.

From my blessed mud,

thou shalt mix thy wine.


There was a large oak tree in the hospital garden. Alice sat in its shade. She had brought with her the manuscript of a book that Ludovico had started working on in the days when she was in Japan.

He had disobeyed her. In order to devote himself to writing, he had neglected his study, but there seemed to be a basis for writing a good novel and perhaps she could forgive him.

She wished she had had a little more time. She would have liked to recover from the fatigue she had accumulated during her days in Japan and, most of all, she wanted to be able to stop and think, but she was not allowed to. As soon as she returned, she had had to begin the usual endless rigmarole of visits and examinations.

Fortunately, she had managed to prevent Ludovico from learning about it. She would have liked to have benefited from his company and support during the mornings spent in the hospital, but she feared that their relationship might change.

She couldn't bear the idea of him beginning to pity her.

To help her, to make her well, it was necessary for him to continue to act carefree. He needed to be a festive dog, full of joy and life, a dog capable of entertaining and loving her.

She was to wait about an hour for her visit with Dr. Bernardi. He would present her with the results of the tests he had done. Alice already imagined what his response would be. As had been the case years ago, she would have to undergo a long and exhausting course of treatment to make the tumor regress again.

She did not feel like it, and she certainly could not have hidden it from Ludovico, but she knew she had no choice.

When she had returned from Japan, her mother, holding back tears, had begun to tell her that everything would be all right, that she was her miracle. Perhaps she was, but as a miracle it was rather flawed.

With a wave of his hand, she pushed that cloud of thought away. She opened the pages of Ludovico's manuscript and smiled, finding herself in his words.

Her disciple had become an inexhaustible source. Like a vassal he celebrated and prayed to her, composing poems and stories in which images and words she herself had inspired and taught him recurred.

All his talents, all his art, were at the service of his Lady, and when she crouched at her feet, if she did not allow him to cuddle and play with them, he took the opportunity to portray her.

She loved receiving that attention, feeling that he gave every part of himself to her. In his own small way, his disciple, he would make her eternal.

Kneeling appeared simple, natural, to the point that I thought I had always been on my knees, before her.

I brought my face closer to her feet and noted, just as she had previously described, how intense and pungent was the aroma they gave off.

With my nose I came almost to lap the fabric of her stockings still drenched in sweat. The smell of her fingers overwhelmed me and I breathed it in almost with curiosity, until those acrid notes began to appear more and more delicious, generating in me a growing and greedy hunger.

With satisfaction, she began to rub the plants on my face. She used it to wipe away her own sweat and cause my skin to soak until it smelled exactly like her feet.

The grateful and unspeakable emotion he bestowed on me made me understand the meaning of that act that seemed to liberate me, granting that I could indulge without qualms in the pleasure that modesty urged me to deny.

I put aside any reticent attitude or feeling of shame and underwent that sort of initiation, embracing her and kissing her feet pressed to my face.

Was that my destiny, the meaning of my existence? To be shod by her, like a pair of slippers, to be her footstool, her slipper? And instead of despairing over that condition that might have seemed beyond humiliating and degrading, I felt I should rejoice and be grateful, because she wanted me exactly that way and allowed that I could feel free to be who I was, to belong to her and be her plaything, her slave.

"My Mistress.", I whispered, rooting under her plants and, through them, I heard her laughter vibrate, the satisfaction with which she greeted my words, expressing enjoyment at that triumph.

"But look! It would seem that all your doubts have been dispelled. Perhaps the smell of my feet has the power to make you wiser and smarter?" she mocked me, remarking her own superiority and the awareness she possessed of my being.

"Yes, it must, my Mistress," I replied, stung by shame, as I offered her the surrender of my pride.

"One wonders if, when I remove my feet from your face, you will go back to being as stupid as you were until just now," she raged.

I knew I deserved for her to taunt and humiliate me like that. It was the just and merciful punishment for my wavering and running away.

Before I could respond and ask her forgiveness for my faults, she slipped off her stockings and used them to fill my mouth.

"There! That might help you keep some salt in your noggin. Who knows, you might become as smart as a good dog." she said and rubbed, fiercely, the plants on my face.

After reading this passage, Alice, albeit tenderly, could not help but burst out laughing.

"Oh, my beloved perpetually hungry dog! He likes strong smells, but he seems afraid to say so," she murmured to herself, watching the care with which she diluted the rawness of the images she described.

It was fitting that he should do so, it was very poetic and compelling the way he described those emotions, but Alice thought it was also a tasty opportunity to tease him a little.

A smoky veil of thin clouds dressed the sky without hiding it. It was not long before the appointment with Dr. Bernardi. Alice tidied up the papers she was reading, slipped them into her bag, and walked, at a slow pace, to the room where she was expected.

Dr. Bernardi had been following her for some time. He was one of the few, perhaps the only one, able to speak to her without turning sad, pitying glances at her.

He treated his illness, and also the young age of his patient, with a debonair, assertive manner, without exhibiting any accomplished or solemn attitudes with which to show excessive and profound respect for the difficult circumstance.

For this reason, when she crossed the threshold of his office, it struck her to notice the way he tried not to look her in the eye for too long.

His voice was grave and it was possible to detect even a note of slight emotion.

Alice remained calm. She almost became estranged as he spoke to her, but she caught the sense of what he was saying perfectly.

Her ears were ringing, her vision blurred. She did not know if it was because of the illness or the awareness of what she would have to face.

Her only concern at that moment was being able to get up to leave that hospital on her own two feet, preventing Dr. Bernardi from deciding to detain her and have her admitted.

When she reached home, Alice headed for her violin. She looked at it carefully, then harnessed it and plucked a string, as she was wont to do before she set about to play.

"What was the point of that? What's the point?" she said, in a calm voice, before shouting angrily and throwing the violin against the ground.

He began to pound on it, continuing to scream, until he saw it in a thousand pieces, crumbling under his heels.

Anger was succeeded by fear and dismay, but then it seemed to her that this was no longer the case. Deep down she knew, she had expected it. What she felt was not even sadness, but only a deep and boundless loneliness.

"The poem is almost over." she thought and said, softly.

Suddenly, she shrugged it all off. She decided to push away, as much as possible, the discouragement of that darkness that besieged her.

She did not intend to spend the time she had left between anger and despondency. Ludovico would be here any minute. He was more accurate than a Swiss watch.

Alice had just enough time to hide the ruins of the violin and down a couple of glasses of wine before he rang and scratched at her door.

As soon as she opened it for him, Ludovico knelt down and kissed her hand and then the toe of the boots she was wearing. They were muddy. It had rained, but Alice hadn't noticed, hadn't minded the rain soaking her as she walked aimlessly.

She did not even remember which streets she had passed through, and only then, noticing that mud, did she notice that her hair and dress, too, were wet.

"Clean them!" she ordered him.

The mud that Ludovico lapped up, mixed with her saliva and smeared all over his face. To her he looked similar to a child who had just finished eating a huge ice cream.

"Look at that messy dog!" she scolded him.

It was certainly not the first time she had played with him like that. Countless times she had made him lick the mud off her shoes, even when she was not wearing them, just to be amused by the hunger and diligence with which he fed on it. It was noble and precious mud. Mud that he loved to feed on and be sprinkled with, especially when it was offered to him by his Teacher's bare feet, after following the footprint of her barefoot steps in the garden.

What bothered her was not the extreme humility of that act her servant was performing, but the absence of mirth with which she was benefiting from it.

She realized that she was still too shaken and angry. She needed to calm down, she did not want to be mean to her disciple, and she did not even feel like telling him the reasons for her own discontent.

The wine had not been enough, something stronger was needed, so she asked him to pour some brandy and, while she sipped it, ordered him to slip off her boots.

She had worn them without socks that morning and, after the long walk, she felt that her feet were more sweaty than usual.

She remembered the passage from Ludovico's story and ordered him to smell the inside of the footwear he had just removed from her.

"Do you like it?" she asked him, as he plunged his breath into that odor-laden cavern.

Her disciple merely nodded and remained with his head bowed, crouching beneath her, his face trying to get inside the boots.

"That's enough, don't be greedy! Answer my question." she urged him.

"Yes, my Mistress."

"Don't be stingy. Come on, tell me about your pleasure."

"Your aroma is sweet and fruity. It is a rich bouquet of notes and nuances that envelop my breath and pervade it. I feel it inside me, on my skin, in my veins. The intensity with which it invades me is akin to a brand engraved in my soul and it fuels the desire and the need to keep smelling it, until I merge with it, until I become a note, a drop of effluvium on your skin." he told her, at times stammering, never lifting his gaze.

Alice, with one foot, stroked his head and let him immerse himself in that hieratic silence. Then she crossed her legs and lit a cigarette. She drank some more brandy and inhaled a few more puffs of smoke, enjoying the servile image of her disciple lying beneath her.

"There... Under my feet. By my feet cradled and nourished." she thought, rediscovering the cheerfulness and tenderness with which she used to love her man.

He was good. He was a good dog, a good servant. His words and that shy, impetuous ardor always managed to excite her.

She liked, then, the almost intrusive presence of that pride which, at times, he could hardly contain and which only the boundless thirst for life allowed him to overcome, succumbing to the need to submit and humiliate himself.

Yes, Ludovico appeared so perfect to her that she could have believed that his attitudes were carefully studied and anything but spontaneous, even in the moments when he blushed, succumbing to the torment of a natural motion of shame.

"Your poetry... Yes, I like your poetry very much. It is thanks to your poetry that you are here now, grateful to be able to live in the shadow of my feet. That's the way you would describe your condition, isn't it?" she amused to mock him.

"Yes, it is, my Mistress," Ludovico admitted, with a vivid and intense blush that encouraged Alice to continue.

"I had no doubt. Your poem is quite elementary and easily predictable. And it is time for you to put it aside. You are now my slave, my licker, my dog. I don't want you to keep using your poetry to hide. I don't want you to give in again to the flattery of a foolish modesty that is supposed to shield you from shame, concealing the essence of who you really are. Let's raise the bar a bit. No more poetry, just honest and true words, the same words with which I will rule you and with which I will allow you to respond to me. But you will not have to speak much; your tongue will be occupied in other tasks far more useful and delightful, both for me and for you. Besides, do not forget that you are my dog. When you are allowed to express yourself, you will mostly have to bark. I assure you that there is no sound more noble and pleasing than that, no poem that can match its beauty. Only when you are allowed to bark and lick my feet can you feel free and be aware of who you are, of what you have always wanted to be. And now tell me, can you doubt the truth of my words?" she asked, enjoying the power she wielded over him.

"No, I cannot, my Mistress," he answered her, lowering his eyes, deeply shaken by what Alice had told him and the way she had denuded and humiliated him, giving him the pleasure of being able to experience that condition of absolute prostration and vulnerability.

"Well? Say it in your own words, looking into my eyes," she commanded.

Ludovico lifted his gaze. He saw the feet of his Mistress and was almost lost, contemplating their imposing beauty.

He inhaled, at the top of his lungs, their aroma laden with life and sensed, from the moist, dark veil that colored his plants, how intense, at that moment, their flavor could be.

"I'm your slave, I'm your dog," he admitted and confessed, softly.

"You forgot licker." she raged, gulping down the joy and shame she could read in his eyes.

"Yes, my Mistress. I'm your lickspittle, your footstool, your doormat, everything you wish me to be."

"No, no... This is too much! True, you are all that, but I only want to hear one word, say it!" she urged him.

"I am your bootlicker," Ludovico declared.

"Again."

"I am your bootlicker." he repeated, with more conviction.

"Once more, like a good boy."

"I'm your bootlicker." he said again, in a clear, strong voice.

"Oh, yes, you are... No doubt about it!" exclaimed Alice and laughed heartily, rubbing her feet on his face.

"Now that's enough talk! You talk too much. You should talk less and lick more! Come on, get busy!" she added, pausing with a foot on his mouth.

Ludovico's lips parted and his tongue was about to obey, but, with a sudden movement, Alice pushed him away and made herself comfortable, her feet crossed on the small table in front of her, watching, amused, with lively and cheerful curiosity, the way her slave approached them.

He was docile and meek, like a dog. The blush that often colored his face did not prevent him from overcoming modesty and shyness. The ardor and gratitude with which he endured those loving abuses, offering himself to the mockery and scorn of his beloved Lady, were evident.

Spontaneously, although it was not always easy to do so, Ludovico barked and made her laugh, thrilled by the hilarity that overflowed from the love-filled gaze of his Mistress.

It was enough for him to feel the light and warmth of that gaze, to free himself from shame and act with the purity and sincerity of a child.

Then he barked again, louder and louder, until Alice, thrilled, began to clap her hands, and he like a dog, grateful and joyful, licked her feet, declaring all his love for her.

Alice felt and understood, with extraordinary lucidity, the meaning of the need to dominate. She understood that contained in it was the need to receive love.

It was not a trivial and capricious demand, nor was it to fill a void. It was a very human and sacrosanct need, the only way to fill life with sap.

"Come here bootlicker." Alice said and drew him to her, entwining her legs around his hips.

Ludovico hinted at reaching down between her thighs, eager to offer the services of his own tongue to give her pleasure, but Alice stopped him, grabbing him by the hair.

"No bootlicker. Not like that." she told him, hugging him tightly.

"I'm afraid." admitted Ludovico, and he felt more fragile and vulnerable than he did when he overcame his shame by confessing his desire to lick her feet.

That fear was genuine and fierce. Alice could glimpse it in the troubled and fearful gaze, in the rancorous light with which he tried to hide the need to be able to weep and despair.

Several times she kissed him on the lips and eyes. She stroked his face and hair, continuing to hug him tighter and tighter, to convey to him what words could not say.

"You don't have to, my beloved," she told him, with extreme gentleness, as she undressed him.

With a pleading air, Ludovico tried to stop her, but finally gave in and let her guide him.

"Mine, remember?" she breathed into his ear, before returning to kiss his lips, letting him enter her.

Alice wished she could have a baby girl. By now she knew it would not be possible, but she had hoped and dreamed of it until the very end.

If the disease had given her a little more time, if it had disappeared, as if by magic... At that moment, at that very moment, as she felt Ludovico's member burning and pulsating in her belly. That would have been the right moment, the perfect moment to welcome and generate new life.

Ludovico was not to know. He had to continue to love her like this, carefree. Alice needed it and would do everything she could to hide from him what awaited her.

She did not want to read pity in his eyes. She could not tolerate him holding back and despairing needlessly over what could not be changed.

One day, suddenly, it would all be over, but until that instant he would love her intensely, with all of himself.
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