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Chapter 1 – The Courtyard of Suspicions
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In the courtyard of the apartment building at 14 Via Manzoni, three things were always present: the pigeons on the cornice, the scraggly ficus tree by the front door, and Mrs. Voltolina Russo at her window, ready to keep an eye on everything.

Voltolina was eighty-three years old, had an iron constitution, and held one unshakable belief as big as a refrigerator: the Caruso family, her next-door neighbors, were aliens disguised as humans. According to her, they had green skin under their clothes, a foldable tail hidden in their trousers, and a secret plan to steal her pension.

Every morning, before heading to Dr. Giada Ricci’s office, Voltolina made a control round of the courtyard. She didn’t call it a “control round,” of course. She called it her “digestive stroll.” The only difference was that during this stroll she carried a notebook, a red pencil, a pair of opera binoculars, and a carrot.

The carrot was important. Voltolina was convinced that no real reptilian could resist a fresh carrot.

That morning, however, there was something new in the courtyard: a boy with a blue backpack, scraped knees, and the face of an investigator on vacation. He was sitting on the low wall by the gate, watching Ernesto, the Carusos’ cat, sleeping inside an empty flowerpot.

“Who are you?” Voltolina asked, clutching her notebook to her chest.

The boy looked up. “Ludovico Caruso. But everyone calls me Ludo.”

Voltolina took a step back. “Ludo?”

“Yeah. Little Ludo, if you want. Because my grandpa says there’s already a Big Ludo in the building who talks to the pigeons.”

At that exact moment the front door opened with a theatrical creak and in walked Big Ludo—Ludovico Russo, Voltolina’s fifty-year-old son. He was carrying his usual chemtrail-proof umbrella, even though the sky was clear, and kept his phone inside a metal case almost as big as a sandwich.

“Mom, I saw three pigeons lined up on the power line,” he announced. “It’s no coincidence. It’s a military formation.”

Little Ludo looked at the pigeons. One was trying to steal a crumb, one was scratching its belly, and the third was sleeping on its feet.

“They look like three pigeons to me,” he said.

Big Ludo stared at him with respect. “That’s exactly what they want you to think.”

Voltolina leaned toward the boy. “You’re the Carusos’ grandson?”

“Yes. I’m staying with them for a few days. Mom says it’s quiet here.”

Voltolina and Big Ludo exchanged a glance. Then they looked around the courtyard: the cat in the pot, the pigeons on the wire, the green glove hanging from the Carusos’ balcony.

“Quiet?” Voltolina repeated. “My dear boy, you’re living in the main base.”

“Base of what?” asked Little Ludo.

Big Ludo lowered his voice. “Of everything. Aliens, flat Earth, spy pigeons, chemtrails, phones that listen, and maybe even suspicious croissants.”

Little Ludo stayed quiet for a moment. Then he asked the most dangerous question in the world, the one no conspiracy theorist ever wants to hear from a nine-year-old: “Do you have any proof?”

Voltolina raised the carrot. “This is potential proof.”

“A carrot?”

“Don’t underestimate vegetables,” said Voltolina. “They’ve unmasked more people than you’d believe.”

Little Ludo jumped down from the wall. “Let’s do this: I’ll help you investigate, but you have to promise one thing.”

“What?” asked Voltolina and Big Ludo together.

“That if something is normal, you’ll call it normal. Not ‘Phase Two,’ not ‘Code Green,’ not ‘signal from the mothership.’ Normal.”

Big Ludo thought about it. “Can we say ‘apparently normal’?”

“Fine,” sighed the boy. “Let’s start slow.”

And so, in the courtyard of 14 Via Manzoni, the strangest team in the neighborhood was born: Voltolina, expert in suspicions; Big Ludo, specialist in umbrellas and pigeons; and Little Ludo, official in charge of asking simple questions.

Right while they were discussing evidence, Giada crossed the courtyard with her bag over one shoulder and a folder clutched to her chest. She greeted everyone with her usual kind smile, but Little Ludo noticed that the smile seemed to arrive a little late, like a light switched on with weak current.

Their first mission was decided immediately: to find out if something mysterious was happening in the building and, above all, to understand why Dr. Giada seemed more tired every day.

“Maybe the chemtrails got her too,” said Big Ludo.

“Or maybe she just works too hard,” said Little Ludo.

Voltolina nodded gravely. “Interesting hypothesis. Very terrestrial.”

Little Ludo looked at the door of the office closing behind the doctor. “When someone is always kind,” he said softly, “other people forget that they can get tired.” For once, even Big Ludo had nothing to add.

At that moment Ernesto emerged from the flowerpot with a green ball of yarn in his mouth. Voltolina’s eyes widened. Big Ludo opened his umbrella. Little Ludo put a hand on his forehead.

The mission had just begun, and it already promised to be a wonderful disaster.
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Chapter 2 – The First Clue: The Chatterboxes
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The newly formed team decided to start with the most obvious clue: Giada’s tiredness. Little Ludo suggested a simple plan: observe without disturbing. Voltolina immediately translated it into “high-intensity discreet surveillance.”

The next morning, Dr. Giada arrived at the office still a little shaken by a strange dream from the night before. But she didn’t have time to think about it: the waiting room was already full.

The first patient was Mr. De Santis. As soon as he sat down, he started talking... and never stopped.

“This morning I woke up at seven thirty-two. I heated the milk in the blue saucepan, the one with the slightly bent handle. Then I made coffee in the one-cup moka pot. I poured the milk into the light-blue mug, added half a teaspoon of sugar and two drops of coffee...”

Dr. Giada tried to interrupt him with a kind smile. “Mr. De Santis, I’m happy to listen, but I want to help you properly. Could you tell me first what the health problem is?”

“Oh yes, right! So after that I shaved with my old-fashioned brush, you know, the one with real bristles...”

Giada sighed. Mr. De Santis was a “logorrheic”—a person who talks nonstop without ever getting to the point. He came often and could spend a whole hour describing how he had clipped his nails or tied his shoelaces.

From the hallway, Little Ludo listened without being seen. In his notebook he wrote: “First type of noise: people who talk a lot because they’re afraid of silence.” Then he looked at Voltolina and whispered, “It’s not a conspiracy. It’s a waterfall.” Voltolina nodded. “Waterfalls need to be dammed.”

In the end Giada told him gently, “Mr. De Santis, today you told me an entire day. Next time let’s start with what worries you most, so I can help you better. Okay?”

The second patient was Pietro, a thirty-year-old man. Giada greeted him with a half-smile. “Pietro, before we talk about certificates, tell me how you really are. Today do you need medical care... or a bit of courage?”

Pietro smiled sheepishly. “But this time it’s true! My son has a high fever!”

Giada looked at him patiently. “Pietro... you don’t have children. But if something’s weighing on you, you can tell me without inventing an entire nursery school.”

“Ah... maybe it was my nephew?”

Giada raised an eyebrow. “Or maybe... my hamster?” Pietro tried again.

“Have a good day, Pietro,” said Giada, opening the door with a tired but kind smile. “And next time try starting with the truth: it’s usually shorter and less tiring.” Pietro left chuckling. Giada wasn’t angry: she understood that behind those excuses there was often just a desire to escape a difficult day. The problem was that, after listening to everyone, she no longer listened to herself.

Little Ludo erased a word from his notebook and rewrote it bigger: “EXCUSES.” Then he drew an arrow: “Excuses are sometimes like coats: they cover something up.” Big Ludo peeked at the page and whispered, “Coats can be bugged too.”

In the afternoon Luca arrived, a usually very elegant forty-year-old man. This time, though, he looked tired and a bit disheveled.

“Doctor, I need lots of tests!” he said.

Giada listened. Luca told her he had gone to an important “work conference” in a beautiful seaside town. He had eaten way too much, danced all night, and overdone it on sweets and fizzy drinks. In the end he had felt ill and had to call an ambulance.

Giada immediately understood that Luca wasn’t telling the whole truth, but she didn’t embarrass him. She prescribed the right tests and advised him to rest more. When Luca left, Giada massaged her temples. She thought that sometimes people made up stories not out of malice, but because they were ashamed to say, “I overdid it and I feel terrible.”

Before closing the office, Giada found the morning coffee still half-full and now cold on her desk. Next to it was an untouched sandwich, forgotten between one visit and another. She realized she couldn’t remember the last time she had taken a break without feeling guilty.

That evening Giada went home very tired. After dinner she fell asleep immediately and had another funny, confusing dream.

She dreamed she was in a big hall by the sea. All her patients were dancing the Macarena: Mr. De Santis talked
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