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January 1st – The Diary
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January 1st, 2023. Here I am, standing in front of the mirror, contemplating my first 40 years of life. Tall. A proportionate build but not muscular. My hair is still black, thick, and often messy. A meticulously groomed goatee. Glasses, the “Harry Potter” style. A job as a cook in a restaurant in Turin, and the urge to tell the story of my life. Every year I have this desire, but now I’m sure of it: the time has come to write and capture everything that has happened in my earthly existence.

I leave the house in search of what will become my life’s diary. It can't be just any diary. It has to be something special. It must be able to tell everything about me, leaving no doubt about who I was, who I am, and who I will be. There’s just one problem: finding a shop open on the first of January is practically impossible. Luckily, “Saint Internet” is open 24 hours a day.

I return to my tiny apartment on the fourth floor of an elegant building in Chivasso. As usual, I take the stairs because I have a certain aversion to elevators. I enter my room and sit at my desk. I slip on my elephant-shaped slippers. I log on to an online shopping platform and type the word “diary.” The search yields a myriad of purchase options, in any format, colour, or type: “Do you want a personal diary? A secret one? Or maybe a school journal?” My eyes and mouse land directly on a particular link: a “vintage” diary, with yellowed paper, due to years of exposure to the sun. The description reads: “Secret diary, dimensions 14 cm x 18 cm – 365 pages – no lock needed.” What? A secret diary that doesn’t need a lock? It’s not that secret if anyone can open it and read its contents. “Price: €3.65.” The price is tempting. I’m not going to waste money on something I’m sure I won’t finish. Every year when a new year starts, I think about writing a diary and then abandon the effort. I’ve never thought of buying a diary. But today... today is different! I feel like this diary is calling out to me. The cover fascinates me, and the quote intrigues me: “A dive into the past improves life.” I feel I must take this dive into my past. I feel the need to swim in the sea of memories of my life.

I’ve decided! Without even realizing it, the mouse “clicks” on the “Order now” button. Done! Estimated delivery: January 1st – 6:00 p.m. “Once again, I’ve been swindled. Good thing it only costs a few euros,” I say aloud. I shut down my computer, and the doorbell rings, startling me. I head to the intercom. 

“Who is it?” 

“Delivery for Mr. Giorgio De Giorgi.” 

I check the time: it’s 6:00 p.m. I put on my robe since I’m still in my pyjamas. I open the door, and the courier climbs up to deliver the package. 

“How much do I owe for the delivery?” 

“Delivery is free. You only owe for the contents: €3.65.” 

“Thanks for the speedy delivery. I didn’t expect such efficiency, especially on a holiday.” 

“No need to thank me, and sorry for the delay. The package has been in our storage since last week, and we only managed to deliver it today. Happy New Year, and nice slippers.” 

The courier smiles and leaves. I stand there, staring at the package on my desk.

“In storage for a week? But I just placed the order. There must be a mistake.” I sit down at my desk. I unwrap the package and find the very diary I had just ordered: A dive into the past improves life. There’s no doubt, it’s that diary. The yellowed colour of the pages matches the photos on the shopping site. The scent it emits is that classic smell of an old book, the kind that carries the scent of dust accumulated over time. I open the diary. Every page is waiting for me to write my story. All the pages are blank. All except one: the first. At the top, written in cursive, is the date: January 1st. I really must start today. “This time, I’m going to write something.” I examine the diary’s construction again. Indeed, there’s no lock, so it can’t be locked to protect secrets. “I’ll just hide it somewhere.” I look at the hardcover in light leather. Embossed on it is the quote that caught my attention. Below the quote, there’s a drawing of a smiling little man, like one of those fairytale elves. The only difference: he doesn’t have the typical pointy hat. “What a childish thing,” I think, looking at the diary and then at myself in the mirror, “Can I really be 40 and end up writing like a twelve-year-old?”

I flip to the last page and read: “You can only write on this paper with a quill and inkwell.” I laugh. I grab my pencil and start writing. 

Dear 

The pencil leaves no mark on the paper. I grab my trusty “Bic” pen from the desk and write. 

Dear 

Still nothing. Not even the “Bic” pen works on this paper. I try with a permanent marker, and again, nothing. “Where am I going to find a quill and an inkwell?” As I say this, I spot another small container inside the package, with a quill and an inkwell. I dip the quill in the ink and write. 

Dear diary, today is January 1st, 2023, and my name is Giorgio.

This time, the words stay on the page, but immediately after, something strange happens. A red writing suddenly appears. 

Hello Giorgio, I’m Joel! 

“No way! How can writing appear on the page without ink?” I’m perplexed. The curiosity that this must be some kind of classic prank pushes me to write again to see if it’s all just a hoax. 

Hello Joel, how old are you? 

Again, below my sentence, a reply appears. 

I don’t have a fixed age; it depends on the time I’m in. You, however, are 40 years old. 

This isn’t possible. How does it know my age? Maybe it’s a joke from one of my friends. After all, the package was prepared over a week ago, according to the courier. But who? I think of something only I know and write in the diary. 

Joel, how do you know I’m 40 years old? Here’s a tough question: where did I decide to go on vacation this summer? 

For the third time, I get an answer. 

Your questions, Giorgio, tell me you don’t trust me. You’re 40 because you were born on December 31st, 1982. This summer, you want to go to Norway, but after what you discover with me, you won’t just go to Norway—you’ll travel the world. 

It’s true. I was born in 1982. I was born on December 31st. In fact, yesterday, I celebrated not just the New Year’s arrival but also my fortieth birthday with friends. It’s true that I’ve decided to go to Norway. No one knows that... except Joel!!! I write again. 

Who are you? How do you know what I’ve asked? What’s the trick? 

I start flipping through the diary to check the pages. They’re all yellowed, smelling of dust, blank... except for January 1st. The mysterious hand writes again. 

I’m not a fortune teller. I’m Joel. You summoned me the moment you wrote in the diary. I will teach you how to investigate and become a world-renowned detective. 

More and more astonished, I watch the red writing appear on the diary, and in disbelief at what’s happening, I run to the bathroom to wash my face with cold water. Maybe I’m dreaming. No! The water is freezing. I’m not dreaming. Everything I’m reading is real... or almost. I’ve only ever seen things like this in movies. It can’t happen to me. I return to the desk, pick up the diary, and find another sentence written. 

Don’t doubt what you’re reading, Giorgio. Everything you see right now is real. If you want to know more, you’ll have to come with me inside this diary. We’ll hunt down thieves and murderers around the world. Are you ready, or do you want to abandon this extraordinary adventure? You only have a few hours left to decide before the day ends. 

A few hours before “January 1st, 2023” ends. I check the time—it’s already 8:00 p.m. I hadn’t realized how much time had passed in front of a blank page. Or rather, a page strangely filled with the words of a certain Joel who calls himself a “champion of justice.” This is really happening to me. A book is asking me to follow it to track down criminals. How can I do something like that? Who am I to change the past to improve the present and the future? I’ve always been sure that you can’t change the past to alter the future. It’s pure madness. Is what I’m experiencing just a product of my imagination? Am I awake, or am I in a strange dream, convinced that I’m awake? Maybe the hangover from yesterday’s celebrations is playing a part, and when I recover, everything will go back to normal. I’ll return to my everyday life, just like it’s been for the past forty years. But curiosity takes hold of me, and my hand returns to write. 

Joel, I’m ready! 

A new red sentence immediately appears. 

Excellent. If you’re ready, all you need to do is write the word THEATRE. 

Like a child discovering something new, I dip the quill in the ink and write. 

THEATRE.

As soon as the quill completes the circle of the letter "E," the page of the diary begins to change colour. From yellowish to white. Whiter and whiter. A brilliant, intense light bursts from the page, blinding me. Suddenly, I'm no longer sitting at my desk. In front of me is an unfamiliar landscape. I find myself in a square full of people staring at me strangely. Perhaps because I'm wearing elephant-shaped slippers? I quickly hide in a narrow, dark alley, trying to figure out where I am, when I hear a voice behind me.

"There you are, Giorgio. Welcome to 1990."

"Where am I? How do you know my name?"

The small man smiles at me.

"I'm Joel!"

"You're Joel!?"

I can't help but laugh. The person speaking is a young man who could be twenty years old. About 1.70 meters tall, stocky, with curly black hair and green eyes. He’s wearing a lilac suit with a black cloak draped over it.

"Don't be fooled by appearances. Age doesn’t exist here; once inside the pages of this diary, time stands still for us."

"Where are we?" I ask the “master” who looks young enough to be my son.

"We’re in London."

"And why are we in London in 1990? Take me back. Take me back to 2023. I don’t know why I decided to follow you."

"You can’t go back until we solve the case that has been assigned to you."

"The case? What case? I’m not a cop! I’m just a simple cook who loves his job. I don’t want to be Sherlock Holmes."

"Don’t worry, Giorgio. It was shocking for me too the first time I used the diary. You’ll get used to it over time. I’ll be your mentor for the first week, then I’ll become your assistant. Now, let’s find out what your mission is. We need to observe the surroundings, watch the people, and find the clue that will lead you to solve the case."

"Still with this case. The ‘strange’ case right now is me. Look at where I am. Everyone is staring at me like I’m an alien. Well, I guess I am. I’m cold, dressed like this without a jacket. And I can’t go around in my ‘elephants.’"

"You’re right, I’ll take care of it."

Joel smiles at me. He snaps his fingers, and I find myself fully dressed in warm clothes with a coat, bowler hat, and elegant shoes.

"Is that better?"

I catch my reflection in a shop window and notice I’m dressed like a classic English lord.

"Well, I have to say, this outfit isn’t bad. I hate ties, but at least I won’t raise any suspicions."

"There’s one more thing you should know. Only you can see me."

"That’s why people are staring at me—I’m basically talking to myself."

"You’ll have to get used to it and be very careful, Giorgio."

We move through the square, which is bustling with people chatting among the market stalls. Suddenly, Joel stops and points to a woman. She has long black hair, average height and build, and she must be no more than 25 years old. She’s wearing a long coat and a hat that almost completely hides her face. She looks worried. She’s accompanied by a man, a few years older than her. He’s tall and thin, with blonde hair and a well-groomed beard. He too is dressed in classic English attire.

"There she is. She’s the one we need to help."

"What do you mean we need to help?" I ask, observing the woman as she glances in our direction.

"I mean, she’s the one we need to help. She’ll approach you now, and you’ll need to repeat exactly what I tell you. You are Detective De Giorgi. For now, don’t ask any more questions."

"But how..." I stop because the woman is approaching.

"Are you Detective De Giorgi?" she asks quietly. I nod, dumbfounded. "Thank you for meeting me away from prying eyes."

"Her name is Amelia Anderson," Joel whispers to me.

"Of course, Miss Amelia Anderson, it’s a pleasure to meet you," I respond, looking both surprised and confused.

"I understand your astonishment," she replies. "It’s normal. Everyone who appreciates my art in the theatre is fascinated when they meet me in person."

"I didn’t tell you she’s a famous actress. Ask her why she summoned you," Joel suggests.

"I’m excited to meet you. Why did you summon me?" I reply, like a clueless fool who doesn’t understand what’s happening, but at this point, I have no choice but to "play" my part.

"I contacted you because, for a few weeks now, I’ve felt like someone has been watching me when I return home. I find the furniture moved, and for several days, I’ve been receiving photographs of myself taken at different times of the day. My phone rings, but when I answer, no one responds."

"No one must know what’s happening," interjects the man accompanying Miss Anderson.

"Excuse me, who are you?" I ask spontaneously.

"I’m Mister Roger MacArthur, her manager."

"I see, you’re her manager. I guarantee that no one will know about this meeting."

"Ask for the address; we need to see her house," Joel urges.

"Can you give me your address and phone number? I need to check some things, and ideally, I should see the apartment," I ask Miss Anderson.

"Of course." She hands me a card with the requested details. "If you like, we can go to the house right away."

"All right, we’ll meet in front of your house in half an hour. I just need to... check a few things first."

"We’ll meet in the gardens in front of my house. Then we’ll go in together."

Miss Anderson’s voice sounds very worried. They walk away, making sure they’re not being followed.

"I said I didn't want to become Sherlock Holmes, and now I've suddenly become 'Detective De Giorgi'?" I say to Joel, who has meanwhile sat on the fountain wall in the middle of the square.

"I told you that you're here to learn how to investigate. Something strange will happen that will lead to Miss Anderson being accused of murder. If we are here, it's to find the real culprit and save Miss Anderson's reputation."

"So, do we have to investigate a murder that's going to happen, or do we have to prevent it?"

"Unfortunately, we can't play with someone's life or death. We can only save the innocent person and spare them from prison."

"I understand. Let's go to Miss Anderson's house and try to figure out who's bothering her. But tell me something: why can only I see you?"

"Giorgio, I don't exist right now. I'm just a collection of letters in a diary you bought, and you're filling it with your 'new' life as a detective," Joel finishes, bursting into laughter.

Half an hour later, we find ourselves on Southwark Street. At the park entrance, Miss Anderson is waiting for us, still hiding in her "unrecognizable" clothing, along with Mister MacArthur.

"There she is, Detective De Giorgi. We can go now."

Miss Anderson leads the way as we reach her house. Mister MacArthur follows closely behind. Miss Amelia opens the door but immediately freezes at the entrance, letting out a scream that chills my blood. I enter and find the body of a young man, lying on the ground, stabbed in the back.

"Joel, here's the body you were looking for. Now what do we do?"

"Giorgio, you follow what I tell you, and we'll find the culprit," Joel speaks calmly as he approaches the body. "Call the police."

"We need to call the police immediately, there's no time to waste." My voice echoes through the house, immersed in a gloomy silence, interrupted only by Miss Anderson's sobs.

Ten minutes later, Inspector Rogers arrives in front of us, a man in his mid-fifties, chubby, with thick mustaches and an unkempt beard, balding, and wearing the classic trench coat. Two police officers are with him.

"Miss, when you entered your house, was the man already lying on the floor?"

"Yes, I opened the door, and he was on the floor."

"Who are these people with you?"

"I am De Giorgi," I hastily tell the inspector.

"Excuse me?" asks Inspector Rogers.

"You're Detective De Giorgi, remember?" Joel nudges me. He may be a bunch of letters, but those nudges sure hurt.

"I'm Detective De Giorgi. Miss Anderson contacted me because she felt 'watched' for days."

"It's really hot in here," observes Inspector Rogers. "Miss Anderson, do you usually keep the temperature this high?"

"No, actually, I normally turn it off when I leave the house."

"This is really strange," continues Inspector Rogers.

"Giorgio, look. There are water droplets on the floor near the body, and all the furniture has been moved except for one chair," says Joel.

I approach to take a closer look, though I'm not sure why. I've never witnessed a murder before.

"Tell the inspector," Joel insists again.

"Inspector Rogers, look. There are water droplets on the floor near the body and look at that chair. It's the only one that hasn't been moved." My voice is steady, as if I know what I'm saying.

"Yes, that's true. But I don't see any other clues," observes Inspector Rogers. "Miss Anderson, I need to question you."

"You don't mean to accuse her of the murder, do you?" her manager asks worriedly.

"Did you know this individual?" asks the inspector.

"Well, we should take a closer look," continues Mister MacArthur, approaching the body and, slipping on the wet floor, ends up face-to-face with the corpse.

"So, did you know him?"

"No, we've never seen him before. Isn't that right, Amelia?"

"Yes, that's true. I've never seen him," responds Miss Anderson, supporting her manager's statement.

"Giorgio, did you see that?" says Joel. "Mister MacArthur fell on the corpse. I'm sure he took something from the dead man's hand. But what?"

"I didn't see anything," I reply to Joel as if he were really beside me.

"What did you say, Detective De Giorgi?" asks the inspector.

"No, I meant... well... I haven't seen him before either," I try to cover up my "talking to myself."

"Giorgio, look. There's also a long black hair, right where Mister MacArthur fell," Joel points out. I pretend not to notice and, while Inspector Rogers hypothesizes the crime scene, I pick up the hair.

"The body was found here, in a locked room. So, whoever killed him must have had the keys to the house. Miss Anderson, you are the culprit. First, you kill the man, leave the house, and then bring the detective here to give yourself an alibi," asserts Inspector Rogers with confidence.

"What are you saying? I'm innocent," Miss Anderson cries, tears streaming down her face.

"Duplicate keys. Duplicate keys," Joel whispers.

"Inspector Rogers, Miss Anderson isn't necessarily the culprit. Someone else might have a set of keys to the house," I intervene, trying to calm Miss Amelia.

"That's true, my manager has a copy."

"Then the case is solved, Inspector Rogers. The culprit is Mister MacArthur. Come on, admit it. Miss Anderson left you, and you took revenge!" I explode with enthusiasm at having solved my first case.

"Calm down, Giorgio. Don't get too excited," says Joel.

"Yes, it's true. I have a copy of the house keys, but I lost them two weeks ago during rehearsals at the theatre," Mister MacArthur explains.

"Yes, detective, my manager is right."

"Giorgio. Giorgio. Look under the armchair, there's an earring," Joel points out as he wanders around the room unnoticed, being invisible.

"Inspector Rogers, look what I found: an earring. Is it yours, Miss Anderson?" I ask after retrieving the earring from under the armchair.

"No, it's not mine. It's Miss Tracy Cooper's," Amelia states after closely inspecting the earring.

"Are you sure, Miss Anderson?"

"Yes, I'm sure," Mister MacArthur interjects. "I recognize it too: it's Miss Cooper's earring. She's also an actress. She's very jealous of Amelia because she got the lead role in the show—the role she wanted."

"Then there's no doubt. Inspector Rogers, go arrest Miss Cooper."

While I speak, Joel puts his hands in his hair, shaking his head 'no' with a disheartened look.

"You're right, detective. Even though the clues still point to Miss Anderson as the culprit, perhaps it's best to hear Miss Cooper's side. Find her and bring her here," orders Inspector Rogers to the two officers, who leave to fetch Miss Cooper.

After about an hour of waiting, the two officers return with the actress. A tall, beautiful girl of about 27 years old, with long black hair. She's wearing a long dress and a fur coat. She's clearly irritated.

"How dare you think I'm the culprit. Why don't you suspect Amelia? After all, the murder took place in her apartment, not mine. I've never been to this house. I'm innocent."

"Is this earring yours?" I'm starting to enjoy the idea of being a detective, even though I have no idea who the culprit is.

"I'm glad you found it; I thought I had lost it."

"The custodian said he saw someone who looked like you enter this house," comments Inspector Rogers.

"Someone who looked like me? That's ridiculous. I'm going to powder my nose."

"You're not going anywhere; you're being interrogated," I hurry to say before Miss Cooper can take a step.

"Enough! You can't accuse me just because you found an earring. There’s no proof against me." Miss Cooper’s gaze locks onto Miss Anderson’s. "Poor little Amelia, I didn’t think you were capable of something so terrible. When your fans find out, they’ll hate you, and then I'll be the one taking centre stage."

With a sarcastic laugh, she walks away. She turns on the bathroom light and locks herself inside. A little later, Miss Cooper returns to the room, lights a cigarette, and continues speaking.

"How many times do I have to tell you, I've never been to this house."

"The lighter. The lighter," Joel points out.

"Miss Cooper," I intervene, finally understanding what Joel was trying to tell me, "Can I ask you a question? You said you've never been to this house. So how did you know this statue is a lighter?"

"It's simple, a friend of mine has one just like it," she replies without hesitation.

"The bathroom. The bathroom," Joel points out again, reminding me of what Miss Cooper did earlier.

"If you've never been to this house, how did you know where the bathroom was?" I ask, adopting an inquisitive tone. "Now everything is clear. You’re the culprit. That’s why you eliminated the man in Miss Anderson’s house—to discredit her and take her place as the lead in the show."

Joel shakes his head once again in a gesture of denial.

“It’s not true,” 

Miss Cooper begins to scream. 

“I was just trying to defend myself. When I arrived at the apartment, he attacked me suddenly. It’s true, I’ve been here many times. I used the key I stole from the theatre. I wanted to find something to create a scandal. But today, when I arrived, that man came in out of nowhere. There was a struggle where I lost the earring, and I managed to free myself and escape.”

“So, you’re confessing to the murder of that man, or am I mistaken?” I continue, holding onto my conviction.

“Wrong.” Joel intervenes. I pretend not to hear him.

“I told you it wasn’t me,” Miss Cooper screams.

Meanwhile, Inspector Rogers, who received a phone call, intervenes.

“I’ve just been informed from headquarters that the body has been identified. It’s a 23-year-old man named Victor Evans, and he studied at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. The same school where you, Miss Anderson, studied.”

“It’s just a coincidence, isn’t it, Amelia?” Mr. MacArthur interjects.

“Yes, it’s true. I studied at the Royal Academy and knew Victor. Back then, Victor and I were dating even though he was younger than me,” Miss Anderson confesses, shocked.

“Don’t say anything more, Amelia.”

“I’m sorry, Roger. It’s time to tell the truth.”

“And so, you were forced to eliminate him to end your relationship?” I interject accusatorily.

“Well done, Giorgio. You really came here to save the innocent. You’re accusing her instead of looking for the real culprit,” Joel yells in my ears.

“No, Detective De Giorgi, I swear. I loved him very much; he’s the one who decided to end our relationship,” Amelia cries desperately.

“Then I understand everything!” I say confidently, trying to amend what I said earlier. “It’s not you who is guilty, Miss Anderson. The real culprit is Mr. MacArthur. You where afraid Victor could jeopardize Amelia’s career. When you found him in the apartment, you decided to get rid of him and eliminated him.”

“No. We’re not on the same page at all. You’re mistaken again,” Joel yells in my ears for the umpteenth time. 

“Let me handle this. You just move your lips, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

Mortified inside for not understanding anything, I rely on Joel and let him solve the case. His voice, magically, enters my vocal cords, and I begin to speak.

“But Mr. MacArthur isn’t the culprit either. No. If he were guilty, having hired me to solve the case, he would have made sure I found some clues near the body to prove his innocence. This also applies to Miss Anderson, who would be the prime suspect since she lives right here.”

“So, the culprit is Miss Cooper,” Inspector Rogers intervenes.

“It’s not true,” Miss Cooper screams.

“Yes, you’re right,” I continue moving my lips, guided by Joel’s voice. “If it were her, she would never have admitted to meeting him, don’t you think, Inspector Rogers?”

“So, Detective De Giorgi, you’re saying that...” Inspector Rogers tries to speak.

“...that these are just my suppositions. They don’t prove anyone’s innocence, but they do support my theory. Mr. MacArthur, you pretended to fall to remove the hair from the victim's hand.”

“I knew it was you,” the inspector bursts in, approaching Mr. MacArthur threateningly.

“You’re mistaken, Inspector Rogers,” I intervene again. 

“If the victim was stabbed in the back, doesn’t it seem strange that he could have pulled the hair from his attacker? So, the attacker ensured all suspicion fell on Miss Anderson. Therefore, the culprit is... Victor Evans himself.”

“What!?” everyone says in chorus... including me. Fortunately, no one notices.

“But how is all this possible?” Inspector Rogers asks, astonished by Joel’s words coming from my mouth.

“It’s simple,” Joel continues, and I follow along with him. “Victor Evans stuck the knife inside a block of ice, turned up the heating, and then took some hair from Miss Anderson’s brush. Then he climbed onto a chair and let himself fall backward onto the knife inserted in the block of ice. The handle left a mark on the floor near the body. The ice, melting, deposited droplets of water on the floor. However, Mr. MacArthur wanted to complicate matters. When he saw the hair in the victim’s hands, he thought it was Miss Anderson and tried to cover for her.”

“Yes, but I don’t understand why Victor did this to me?” Miss Anderson asks.

“Miss Amelia, I believe Victor was still in love with you, deep down. And there’s one more thing. You and Miss Cooper look very similar. The victim grabbed Miss Cooper when she entered the house, thinking she was you, Miss Anderson. But when Miss Cooper reacted, he felt rejected, and at that moment, he realized that your story was truly over, and blinded by rage, he lost control.”

“But Detective De Giorgi, why did he do it? He was the one who left me!”

“That’s not correct, Amelia,” Mr. MacArthur interjects. “Actually, I asked him to break up with you.”

“So, all of this was caused by a silly lie and a strange twist of fate,” Inspector Rogers concludes. “Detective De Giorgi, I congratulate you. I declare this case closed.”

“Thank you, Detective De Giorgi. I appreciate you understanding all the facts and accepting to help me.”

“Don’t mention it, Miss Anderson. My duty is to find the guilty and save the innocent,” I say, puffing up like a peacock.

At that moment, I feel a tap on my leg. It’s Joel, looking at me.

“Yes, of course. You did great... thanks to me. Our job is done, and it’s time to take you home.”

I say goodbye to Miss Anderson and everyone else present in the house. Inspector Rogers congratulates me again and tries to keep me, but I slowly move toward the door. I step through the threshold. I close the door behind me, and suddenly I find myself sitting at my desk again in my dressing gown and “elephant” slippers. I look at the clock; it’s 11:59 PM on January 1st.

I sit there staring at the diary. A new phrase has appeared: Today was just the beginning!

The page suddenly turns completely yellow, and for the first time, an image appears: the stage of a theatre in London. Miss Anderson and Miss Cooper are acting together. I throw myself onto the bed and think about what happened. I hold the diary tightly in my hands and contemplate the image as my eyes slowly close, giving way to nighttime fantasy. Tomorrow will be another day... or do I still need to wake up?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

January 2nd – The Hidden Treasure
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The phone rings. I wake up with a start and, still half asleep, I answer.

“Hello.”

“Giorgio, finally. Where on earth were you yesterday? I called you practically all day, and you didn’t answer.” My sister’s voice echoes in my ears.

“Sorry, Laura. I had turned off my phone’s ringer because I wanted to rest well after the party the other day,” I tell her sincerely, convinced that’s exactly what I had done.

“I was worried because I didn’t hear from you after the party. I assume you’ve just woken up, so I’ll let you get ready. Remember, you’re coming to lunch at our place today for Luca’s birthday. I’m expecting you at 1:00 PM. Please try to be on time.”

“Yes, Laura, don’t worry. I’ll be on time. See you later.”

I hang up and check the time: it’s 11:30. With a marathoner’s leap, I jump out of bed, rush into the shower, shave, and get dressed. I’m about to leave the house when I see the diary on the desk.

“I’ll think about you later... I don’t have time now.”

I’m about to leave the room when a dull thud makes me stop. The diary is on the floor. “I must have accidentally knocked it off the desk,” I think as I pick it up and put it back on the table. I leave the house to go to my nephew Luca’s birthday party.

After spending the entire afternoon with my family, I come home with a full belly from the delicious cake that only my mother knows how to make. I enter the house, take off my gloves, hat, and jacket, and throw them on the bed. Suddenly, I stop. The diary is on the floor again. This time it’s open. The date reads January 2.

“So, I wasn’t dreaming,” I reflect, picking up the diary again. “Yesterday, I really was in London with Joel.”

I check the time. It’s 6:35 PM. I sit at the desk, take the quill in hand, and dip it into the inkwell. 

Good afternoon, Joel

I write on the page of January 2, hoping the diary will respond again.

Good afternoon to you, Giorgio. Are you ready for a new journey?

Absolutely! Where are we going this time?

We’ll only discover that once you write today’s word, which is TREASURE.

Without thinking too much, my hand begins to write

TREASURE

Just like with the word “theatre,” as soon as I finish writing the letter “O,” the diary’s page starts changing colour: from worn yellow to white. Whiter and whiter. A bright, intense light shines from the page, blinding me. Suddenly, I’m no longer in my room but in Paris, beneath the Eiffel Tower... under construction. Next to me is my “mentor,” dressed in lilac and black. 

“Joel, what day is today?” I ask, not too surprised by this leap into the past.

“Today is January 2, 1889. As you can see, the work on the Eiffel Tower is progressing well; they’re already past the third level, and in a few months, they’ll complete the dome. Everything will be ready for the Paris World’s Fair.”

“Thanks for the explanation. We’re not here to inaugurate the tower, are we?”

“Definitely not, Giorgio. And it’s time for you to change your outfit.”

With a snap of his fingers, my clothes transform into something like what the workers, busy with the construction, are wearing.

“So, we have to find the clue and figure out who we need to save?”

“Exactly, Giorgio. You’re learning quickly. Look around and try to find the clue.”

I start searching, not an easy task amid all that iron. I inspect every corner of the tower’s construction site: stacks of steel and bolts ready to be hoisted and put into place. Joel watches me, and after ten minutes of fruitless inspections, he decides to intervene.

“Giorgio, you still have a long way to go in improving your detective’s eye. Look closely. The clue is right under your feet.”

I lower my gaze and notice that under my shoes is a page from a newspaper of the time. The date is indeed January 2, 1889. The newspaper is “Le Petit Parisien,” and on the front page is a photo of a certain Morel, arrested for stealing precious coins the previous year. I read the article: “One of the thieves who stole the gold coins on May 10 of last year from the headquarters of Paribas Bank here in Paris has been found. One of the culprits, Monsieur Clement Morel, was arrested yesterday near the Eiffel Tower. The police interrogated him, but he refuses to speak. The search for the three accomplices still at large continues. However, there are no clues about the three fugitives or the gold coins bearing the image of Napoleon Bonaparte.”

“So, we need to prove that Monsieur Morel is innocent? That seems really hard since he’s the one refusing to speak,” I ask naively. Joel stares at me for a moment.

“This time the question isn’t ‘who’ we need to save, but ‘what’ we need to find.”

“You mean we need to search for the gold coins? And how can we do that if they’ve been searching for a year, and no one knows where they’re hidden?”

“That’s precisely why we were sent. I’m the brain, and you’re the brawn.”

“Alright, Joel, where do we start? All we know is that the supposed leader of the gang has been arrested, and there are still three fugitives looking for the loot.”

“True, I am the brain,” Joel says, smiling, “but you need to use your brain too! Look around as usual. What seems most insignificant can turn out to be the most useful.”

While Joel is saying this, I notice three workers warming their hands over an improvised stove at the Eiffel Tower construction site. They seem to be having a heated discussion. The first one is taller and more robust than the other two, with dark skin and short brown hair. The second, in contrast, has very fair skin and curly red hair. The third is short, stocky, with long black hair, and has a simpleton’s air about him. His clothes are much tighter than his bulky frame. I decide to approach them to try and talk, but as I take the first steps, the three workers return to their tasks. I reach the barrel from which the fire is rising and spot another torn newspaper page on the ground. I pick it up and notice that six symbols are drawn along the edge: a tower split in half, a bell tower with the letters "SC" inside, followed by a circle with the letter "B" inside, a hexagon with another "B," a fish, and finally a bridge with the number "2" inside.

“Joel, what do you think these symbols mean?” I notice Joel is already deep in thought.

“This, Giorgio, looks like a map. If you look closely, only one word has been highlighted after the symbols.”

I examine the page more carefully and indeed, besides the symbols, there is a single circled word: MONNAIES... coins!

“You think they indicate where the stolen gold coins are hidden?” I look at the page again and notice the date: May 10, 1888. “Joel, but this is the date of the heist! What’s this newspaper page doing here, all this time later?”

“Doesn’t it strike you as odd?”

“Someone must have dropped this sheet without realizing it.”

“That could be the case, Giorgio. Let’s try to figure out what these symbols mean.”

I begin to think about the drawings.

“We’ve got a tower. There are plenty of towers in Paris.”

“Yes, but if you look closely, this tower is split in half.”

“So, it could mean we’re looking for a collapsed tower, or half a tower, or...” As I voice my hypothesis out loud, I lift my gaze, “...or an unfinished tower. In 1888, the Eiffel Tower was already under construction. I think we’re supposed to start with the Eiffel Tower, and that’s why we’re here.”

“Great observation, Giorgio. You’ve solved the first clue on the ‘treasure map.’”

“Hooray! This tower is the starting point!” I shout with joy. I realize that the three workers, hearing my outburst, are now looking at me with questioning eyes. I smile at them, but they turn away and continue with their work.

“Now we just need to figure out what the second symbol refers to.”

As I say this, Joel suddenly shouts.

“Giorgio, watch out!”

Suddenly, something hits me from behind, and then... darkness.

I wake up with a throbbing pain in my head. I try to touch it with my hands, but I quickly realize that I’m tied to a chair in a windowless room, dimly lit by a single candle.

“What the hell is going on? Where am I?” I ask my adventure partner.

“Shut up!” commands a voice, but it’s not Joel’s.

“Giorgio, it’s the three workers who hit you. I tried to warn you, but it was too late. I even tried to stand between you and them to soften the blow to your head, but they can’t see me, so it was no use.”

This is Joel’s voice, I recognize it. But I can’t talk to him right now, or they’ll think I’m crazy.

“Who are you, and what do you want?” I ask the figure standing before me in the shadows.

“What do we want? Simply to recover the loot our leader, Clement Morel, hid here in Paris. About a year ago, we planned every detail of this heist. As soon as we stole the coins from Paribas Bank, we were supposed to meet at our secret hideout to split the haul. But Morel never showed up. He tricked us and ran off with the 15,000 gold coins. We’ve been looking for him ever since. Yesterday, though, we found his hideout, but unfortunately, he’d hidden the coins elsewhere, and there was no way to make him say where. The only thing we found in his hideout was that newspaper page. He refused to explain the meaning of the symbols he’d written, so we had to tip off the police about where to find Monsieur Morel, have him arrested, and then the three of us could look for the coins ourselves using those strange clues on the newspaper. But then we dropped the page, and you picked it up after we walked away from the fire. We wouldn’t have noticed if you hadn’t yelled, ‘Hooray! This tower is the starting point!’ It was then we realized we’d lost the page. Hearing you talk about a starting point, we knew you could decipher the rest, and now... if you want to stay alive, you’ll have to lead us to the hidden treasure.”

“But what do I know about these symbols, the newspaper page, or the bank robbery? I knew I should have stayed at my sister’s house and never opened that diary!”

“What nonsense are you babbling?” one of the criminals asks menacingly.

“Be careful, Giorgio, remember that you’re in Paris in 1889,” Joel quickly reminds me.

“Right,” I think, “but how do I get out of this? Joel can’t call for help or throw punches. Right now, I’m completely alone.”

“You’re not alone,” Joel whispers, as if he had heard my thoughts.

“There are always two of us handling the situation. We’ll lead them to the treasure, but of course, we won’t let them find it!”

“Alright, I’ll help you. But you have to promise me you’ll let me go afterward!”

“If you don’t report us to the gendarmes, you’ll be free to leave however and whenever you want.”

“Give me back the newspaper page,” I demand confidently.

I take the page and look at it. Joel, standing behind me, gives me suggestions to help us navigate this treasure hunt step by step.

“Let’s see. From the symbols, it’s clear that the starting point is the Eiffel Tower. So, we need to go back under the tower to continue.”

“We’re under the tower,” says the tallest of the three. “We never left. So, where do we go from here?”

“The second symbol,” I begin to explain, “is a bell tower. There are two letters inside: ‘SC.’ That’s the problem. Paris is full of bell towers, we’d have to check them all. But maybe the letters ‘SC’ can help us understand the clue. ‘S’... ‘C’... what could they mean?”

“Under the Bell Tower,” says the shortest one.

“Bravo, idiot. Did Morel put coins under every bell tower?” scoffs the second one.

“Shut up, you two. Let the pseudo-detective talk!” the third one shouts.

“Pseudo-detective?” I say seriously, offended. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with! Without me, you won’t get anywhere.”

“Shut up, Giorgio. Let it go, or you’ll make things worse!” Joel whispers.

“I know exactly who we’re dealing with,” says the tallest of the three, his voice filled with arrogance. “A nosy idiot who found himself in the right place at the wrong time! So, if you value your life, pseudo-detective, figure out the meaning of ‘SC,’ or you’ll be S...truck C...old dead!”

“Alright, sorry for the outburst. Now, ‘SC,’ a bell tower...”

“Sainte-Chapelle,” Joel suggests.

“I’ve got it! It means Sainte-Chapelle. We need to go to Sainte-Chapelle on Île de la Cité,” I say, surprised at how fluently I’m speaking French and explaining where the church is, even though I’ve never been to Paris.

“Good, then let’s move. We’ll untie you now. We’ll all leave here together without attracting attention, and head to Sainte-Chapelle.

I’ll stay close to you, and if you try to run...” He shows me a gun hidden under his jacket.

"I get it, I get it! I have no intention of dying before I'm even born!"

"What did you say?" one of them asks. "Oh, nothing. It was just a joke!" "I'm amazed at you," Joel laughs. "You can crack jokes even in dangerous situations. Impressive!"

We walk through 19th-century Paris and soon arrive at the magnificent Sainte-Chapelle. 

"So now that we're here, what do we do?" asks the guy with dark skin, who seems to be the new leader of the gang. 

"Now we try to figure out the third symbol. Monsieur Morel passed through here, by the tower, but he surely didn’t find an ideal place to hide so many coins. So, he drew a circle with the letter 'B' inside." 

"What could the circle be? It can't be a monument," says the redhead. 

"No. It must indicate something else," I interject. 

"I’ve seen lots of circles around the city," says Joel. 

"All of them were hanging." 

"We need to look for hanging circles, and then maybe we can figure out what the letter 'B' refers to," I tell the three, taking Joel's suggestion.

The four of us, or rather the five of us, start looking around, but there's no sign of any circles. At one point, the shortest of them points to something. 

"There's the circle with the 'B.' It's right in front of us. It's the sign of the Boulangerie!" 

He's right; it's the sign of a bakery about 300 meters away. It's circular and has the word 'Boulangerie' written on it. 

"So, Morel passed by that bakery. That means the route he took leads past that shop," I observe, looking towards the sign.

We move again as if we’ve been friends for years, except that I have a gun pointed at my back. We arrive in front of the bakery, which has clearly been closed for a long time, judging by the cobwebs draping the windows. 

"Maybe Morel hid the coins in this unused shop," says the thief with pale skin. 

"Absolutely not. He couldn’t have hidden them in here, or else he wouldn’t have made more symbols on the paper; he would have stopped sooner," I state with the confidence only a detective can have. 

"He's right. They can't be here. It would be too easy to find them," concludes the tallest one. 

"Let’s look at the other symbol: a hexagon with another letter 'B.' Could it be another boulangerie?" 

We look around, searching for another bakery with a hexagonal sign. But no luck. Once again, it's Joel who gives me the solution.

"It's not a bakery sign, but rather a butcher's, which in French is Boucherie!" 

"I’ve got it!" I inform the trio as if I had figured out the puzzle myself. "We need to look for a Boucherie with a hexagonal sign."

Once again, we start looking around in all directions, searching for the famous butcher shop, which ends up being right in front of us, about 300 meters away. We continue our search to figure out the next symbol. 

"Now that we're here, where will Morel take us next?" I ask, looking at the newspaper page. 

"The next symbol is a fish." 

"So, we need to find a fishmonger!" says the shortest and dumbest of the three. 

"What are you talking about? There’s no letter, so it must mean something else," the third one comments. 

"Your buddy is right. The fish indicates a specific point. But which one?" We start scanning the area. 

"Giorgio, look in front of you. There's the Seine. The fish means Morel moved from here and headed toward the river." 

"Got it! We need to move to the bank of the Seine, which is right in front of us."

We head toward the right bank of the Seine. In front of us towers the Notre Dame Cathedral. I admire its majesty while simultaneously examining the newspaper. 

"All that’s left is to figure out what the number '2' on the bridge symbol means. Could it be that we need to move two bridges to find the treasure? But to the right or left?" 

"Think, Giorgio. That '2' points to a specific bridge," Joel explains to me. 

"But you can't reveal it right away, or they’ll find the hidden treasure, because this is the last clue. They have no idea where the coins could be; otherwise, they would have already figured out where to go. Instead, they're waiting for you to tell them which bridge it is. This is the moment to use your and my cunning. We can’t let them recover the loot."

While Joel explains his point of view, my brain starts working out various options to "stay alive" and return the stolen money to the bank. 

"In my opinion," I begin to explain to the three criminals, "Morel wanted to hide the coins in a place that wouldn’t be visible to anyone. So, he indicated the river first, then the bridge. The '2' could mean he hid the money under two bridges or on both banks of a specific bridge on the Seine. We’re in front of Notre Dame Cathedral. We have a bridge to the left and a bridge to the right. We need to split up and search. Whoever finds the treasure first informs the others. I’ll go to the bridge on the left with him," I point to the dumbest one. "You two go to the bridge on the right." 

"Alright, we’ll do that," says the leader. "Paul, take the gun and shoot him if he tries to run." Paul, clearly, is the “dumb one.” We split up: the two of them to the right, and us to the left!

"Well done, my detective Giorgio," Joel smiles. 

"I bet you’ve figured out exactly where the treasure is." 

I nod my head and head toward the bridge directly in front of Notre Dame Cathedral. That bridge is called "Pont au Double." The little French I’ve studied tells me clearly that the '2' mentioned in the newspaper refers to this bridge, which is built on two levels. The treasure is surely hidden on the level where no one passes, where anything could be hidden.

Once we reach the bridge, Paul, the "dimwit," pushes me to check. Fortunately, there aren’t many people around, so I can go down to the lower part and notice something peculiar. I spot a hidden cable. I follow its path and see three huge bags hanging above — "they’re definitely the gold coins," I think. 

"Hey, you, call your 'friends.' I’ve found the treasure." 

"Careful, Giorgio. What do you intend to do?" 

"Leave this to me this time," I whisper to Joel as "Paul" calls his companions. 

"Come down here. The treasure is right here." I wait for all three to come down to the lower part of the bridge. 

"There's nothing here! You tricked us!" says the leader of the gang.

"I didn’t trick you. I told you the treasure is here, and you can take it all. Look above you." 

While they look up, with a quick motion, I cut the rope with a knife I strangely found in my jacket. The three bags fall violently on their heads, knocking them out cold.

When they wake up, the biggest surprise is discovering that the treasure was indeed under the "Pont au Double." But in the meantime, the police had arrived and arrested them. 

"Great job, Giorgio. We can say this case is solved!" 

With a satisfied smile, I watch the three criminals being taken to jail to reunite with their gang leader. The loot is returned to the bank. 

"What a crazy adventure this has been!" I say to Joel, reflecting on everything that’s happened. 

"I told you, there’s always something new to discover with me. Sometimes a bit dangerous, but I have to say you handled it excellently. Not bad for a 'pseudo-detective.'" 

Joel laughs heartily after this last remark. 

"Pseudo-detective. I have to say, the idea of being the new Sherlock Holmes is starting to grow on me. And with a trusty assistant like doctor. Joel 'Watson,' I can say I feel safe, except for not being able to dodge heavy blows to the head!" 

I touch the bump still visible on my forehead. 

"Who knows what will happen next time!" "No one can know what, how, or when. It will be the diary that decides where to send us."

Joel puts a hand on my shoulder, and suddenly I find myself sitting at the desk, holding the diary open on the January 2nd page. This time, the image that appears is of the "Pont au Double." Behind it towers the Notre Dame Cathedral. I check the clock: it's 6:36 PM. "I was gone for just a minute!?" The phone rings. 

"Hello?" 

"Hey Giorgio, how about joining us for a soccer match with the others? Come on, at least get some exercise instead of lying on the couch all the time!" 

"No, Andrea, thanks. Today I’m exhausted. It feels like I’ve spent the whole day walking around the streets of Paris!"
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January 3rd – Gifts and Revenge
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7:00 AM! The sound of the alarm interrupts my sleep. Unfortunately, today it's back to full reality, and work must resume. Still groggy, I get out of bed and head into the shower to speed up my recovery. After completing all the usual morning routines, including shaving, I go to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. While the green tea is steeping in the hot water, I worry about what to wear to head to the restaurant. I can't help but glance at the diary on the desk, thinking about the two adventures I had in the past few days. Who knows what will happen today? I stare at the diary, but nothing happens. I finish my breakfast, put on my jacket, and am about to leave the house when, instinctively, I turn toward the desk, hoping to notice something unusual. But nothing happens. "What an idiot I am. I must stop thinking about it. Those things I experienced aren't real. If I told anyone, no one would believe me," I think to myself with a certain disappointment. I close the door behind me. I approach the elevator and press the button. The doors open. I turn again toward my apartment entrance and notice a white light coming from under the door. Excited, I go back, open it, and rush to the desk: nothing. Everything is still and motionless, just as it should be in the normal course of things. "Yet I saw that light." I close the door again and call the elevator for the second time. The doors open, and I... don't enter. Elevators make me anxious. Every time, I enjoy calling it and then, when it arrives on the floor, I take the stairs. As I turn around, I notice the light again coming from under the door. "Could it be that the diary is telling me I can't leave it at home?" For the umpteenth time, I go back inside the apartment and this time, I take the diary in hand. "Joel, did you wink at me?" I speak to the diary while staring at its cover, which has clearly had a variation in the image. I slip the diary, the feather, and the inkwell into my backpack and run to catch the train to work.

During the journey, I examine the diary. The image of the gnome on the cover is unmistakably Joel. The features of his face confirm it for me. This time, though, he’s not winking but simply smiling, as if he’s enjoying the train ride. I flip through the diary and, perhaps for reassurance, check the pages. All blank except for January 1st and 2nd, which hold images of the two adventures I experienced. Anyone who held the diary wouldn’t have understood the significance. They would have only seen two drawings and many empty pages. But I know exactly who Miss Anderson and Miss Cooper are from January 1st and what happened under the “Pont au Double” on January 2nd. "Joel, when I get home, we’re off on a new adventure," I say almost out loud, looking at the diary and hoping for a response. But again, nothing happens. Just a simple diary in the hands of a humble cook.

Arriving at the restaurant “The Round Table,” I greet my colleagues and head to the locker room. I store my backpack in the locker and put on my chef's uniform. I enter my realm—a large kitchen with six workstations. I begin my culinary preparations according to the pre-established menu. During the service, one of my colleagues, distracted, deeply cuts his hand with a large knife. 

“Giorgio, quickly take him to the hospital, there’s no time to waste. Use my car, it’s right outside. Hurry,” orders Anna, my boss. “The others can finish up in the kitchen. Let me know how Enrico is and if it’s nothing serious.” 

In a rush, without even changing, I grab my backpack with my documents. I also take Enrico’s papers and accompany him to the hospital. Once we arrive at the emergency room, Enrico is taken in for treatment, and I wait in the waiting room.

After twenty minutes, sitting and watching people come and go with problems serious, I notice my backpack emitting a faint white light. I hope I’m the only one seeing it. I look around and observe that no one near me seems to notice or be watching the strange light. They likely have other worries at this moment. I head into the bathroom to avoid drawing suspicion. I open the backpack and take the diary in my hands. It opens on its own to a new blank page: January 3rd. “No, Joel, please, not now. Not here.” But the diary starts trembling in my hands. So, I take the feather and begin to write. 

Hello Joel. 

Good morning to you, Giorgio. We must leave immediately. 

A red message appears out of nowhere. 

Right now? Maybe you don’t know, but I’m in a hospital! 

I told you, Giorgio. There’s no set time. When the diary calls, we must leave. Write down the word KNIFE. 

“Knife? That word doesn’t bode well. Fine, let’s start this adventure.” 

KNIFE 

I write on the page for January 3rd, and suddenly the white light blinds me. As soon as my eyes recover, I find myself standing in the waiting room again. “But nothing happened. I’m still here in the hospital.” Before I can finish the sentence, I feel a tap on my shoulder. I turn around and there’s Joel, smiling at me. His lilac outfit has become familiar. 

“Well, here you are. How’s it going today, Giorgio?” 

“I’d say fine, but I’m confused. Why didn’t I get catapulted into some extraordinary place in the past this time?” I ask, looking around. 

“We are in the past, Giorgio. Today is January 3rd, 1970, and we’re in Vienna General Hospital.” 

I take a closer look at where I am. Indeed, I’m not in the emergency room of Molinette in Turin. I glance at the posters on the walls, and they aren’t in Italian. Austrian and English writing! Before me is a calendar: the date is indeed January 3rd, 1970. 

“What are we doing in this hospital?” 

“You’ll find out soon. Look, a doctor is approaching.” 

I watch as the man comes closer, and at that moment, I hear a snap of fingers. Instantly, Joel has changed my clothes because a chef’s uniform wouldn’t be appropriate. I now find myself dressed in a dark blue suit. 

“Good morning, detective. Thank you for coming straight to the hospital.” 

The doctor is a man of about 55, balding, around six feet tall, with a short, greying beard. 

“I saw your business card in a shop, and I thought I’d contact you. I didn’t expect you to respond so quickly.” 

He hands me the card, which reads: “Detective De Giorgi - Solving any case. Even the most complicated. Contact number 4562858.”

“See how famous you are?” Joel says, laughing, knowing full well only I can hear and see him. 

“Of course, I came as soon as I could,” I reply to the doctor, trying not to show my surprise. “Tell me, what’s your problem, and we’ll see what we can do to solve it.” 

“I’m Dr. Bauer, a surgeon. I’m still on duty now. If you can wait another half hour, I’ll finish my rounds and then take you to my home and explain everything.” 

“All right. I’ll wait for you at the hospital entrance,” I turn and walk down the corridor toward the main exit. 

“And now we wait,” Joel sits on a bench. 

“Yes, we wait!” I sit beside him. 

“Are you waiting for the bus too?” asks a lady who apparently overheard my words addressed to the invisible Joel. 

“No, ma’am. We’re just waiting for time to pass and enjoying this pale January sun,” I smile at the woman and shift as Joel bursts into laughter. I glare at him, but I meet the woman’s eyes again, and she looks at me puzzled, backing away with a doubtful expression.

About forty minutes later, Dr. Bauer comes out of the hospital. We get into his car and arrive at his home. A lovely, stately villa in an equally stately area of Vienna. At that moment, no one else is home. He takes me to a room filled with toy boxes. By a quick count, there are about forty boxes. The doctor clears a chair of some boxes and invites me to sit down, then begins explaining. 

“For about four years, every month, without fail, I’ve been receiving a package with a different toy and some money. The sender signs with a fake name and address, and it’s all very unsettling.”

“You said toys. Tell me, Dr. Bauer, do you have children?” 

“Yes, I have a five-year-old son named Elias.” 

“How much money does he send you each month?” 

“Well, he sends 10,000 schillings a month. This month makes 460,000 schillings total.” 

Living in the era of the euro and not knowing the 1970 Austrian schilling, I assume that’s quite a significant sum. 

“My son is very happy when the toys arrive,” the doctor continues, “but the money makes me very uneasy, so I haven’t touched it until now.” 

“If that money is a problem for you, well... I’d be happy to hold onto it!” I say without even thinking about the words coming out of my mouth. 

"What are you saying!?" - Joel scolds me, and I realize I’ve made an incredible blunder - "It could be one of his patients." - he suggests.

"I apologize. I was just joking. Do you have any idea who it might be? Perhaps it’s one of your patients. It could be someone whose life you, as a surgeon, saved, and now they want to show their gratitude."

"I’m impressed by you. Sherlock Giorgio Holmes." - Joel whispers to me - "You’re making progress."

"These arrived just today, Detective De Giorgi." - he hands me an envelope containing a letter and 10,000 Austrian schillings.

"Aside from the money, there doesn’t seem to be anything strange here." - I observe, taking the envelope and looking at its contents.

"No. Usually, the money is delivered in a much larger package along with the toys, but today it came with that strange letter."

I read the letter: "January 3rd, four years ago."

"Do you have any explanation for this?"

"No, detective. I have no idea what it could mean."

"Giorgio, look at the boxes. They’re all repurposed, not original." - Joel points out.

I take the boxes and toys in my hands.

"That’s strange, these boxes don’t look like the originals, and these toys aren’t the latest models. In fact, some of them seem rather used."

"Yes, you’re right." - confirms Dr. Bauer - "In fact, some of the toys they’ve sent us are even broken."

"So, this person, besides sending you money, is also sending used toys or toys they bought a long time ago." - I speculate aloud, not knowing where these "detective" words are coming from.

"But why would they do that?" - the doctor asks - "I just can’t figure it out."

"Maybe it’s just a prank."

I look at Joel’s face, which, as always, has that air of sympathy every time I make incorrect and hasty deductions.

"It can’t be a prank, Giorgio. No one would send that much money just for a joke."

"The only clue we have about the sender for now is this." - I take the letter back to examine it more closely - "It’s possible the sender wants to buy something very valuable from you, Dr. Bauer. The letter could also be interpreted in that way."

"Now that I think about it" - Dr. Bauer interjects - "in my office, there’s a painting I inherited from my grandfather. I’ve been told it’s worth nearly 500,000 schillings, maybe even more."

"Then that must be it. This person probably wants you to sell it to them."

"Giorgio, we need to go back to the hospital to see the painting." - Joel suggests.

"Dr. Bauer, could I see this painting, if you don’t mind? Can we go to your office at the hospital? Perhaps we can discover something else."

"Of course, that’s fine. Let’s go."

We leave the house and head back to the Vienna General Hospital.

"I must say, this hospital is enormous." - I comment as we walk through the corridors leading to Dr. Bauer’s office.

"Yes, you’re right. I was astonished too when I first arrived here about six years ago. I was transferred here from a small provincial hospital."

We arrive in front of the office, and the secretary approaches us with a flowering plant in hand.

"Dr. Bauer, this just arrived for you."

"So, they sent it again this year. It’s the third time. Whoever sent it must have grown it in a greenhouse, detective."

"Is it always the same person?"

"Yes, of course. It’s always the same person. This plant blooms only once a year. And that’s today: January 3rd."

"This could mean the mysterious person might be a woman." - I notice Joel’s gaze, which seems to agree with my observation.

"Tell me, doctor. Did you have a relationship with a woman four years ago?"

Joel buries his face in his hands.

"Absolutely not!" - Dr. Bauer quickly responds.

"I apologize. When is your son's birthday?"

"My son was born in December, why do you ask, detective?"

"Giorgio, you should check Dr. Bauer’s medical records. It could be a patient somehow linked to January 3rd."

Joel’s guesses are always better than mine.

"Dr. Bauer, could I look at your patients’ files? Maybe one of them is connected to today’s date."

"You see, detective, patient records are confidential documents. But in this situation, I believe it’s truly necessary to bend the rules. This way."

We enter Dr. Bauer's office, and as he heads towards a large filing cabinet, he shows us the files.

"Here, these are the surgeries I’ve performed over the last six years."

"Do you have any suspicions about who might want to buy the painting?" - I ask while going through one file after another.

"Of course not. But don’t you want to take a look at the painting, detective?"

"Maybe later. First, I want to finish checking these files. I can do this on my own here. I’ll call you when I’m done." - I say, wanting to be alone with Joel to talk freely.

"Alright, detective. When you’ve finished, you can have
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