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  Arrival in Amalfi

  
  




Elena Russo had imagined her first glimpse of the Amalfi Coast would be poetic — a moment of transcendence with golden sunlight gliding over the sea, violins swelling somewhere in the background.

Instead, she was sweating through her linen shirt, clinging to her backpack, and praying the regional train’s window wouldn’t fall off its hinges.

The carriage jolted again, and a group of tourists squealed. Outside, the Mediterranean flashed in slices of blinding blue between tunnels. Inside, Elena’s laptop bag dug into her ribs, her carry-on overflowed with printouts, and her brain hummed with the combined panic of jet lag, caffeine, and existential dread.

This trip was supposed to fix her life — or at least her thesis.

Three months in Italy, she reminded herself. Peace, solitude, productivity.

That mantra had sounded noble in her New York apartment. Now, trapped in a sweltering metal box that smelled faintly of espresso and despair, it felt like a cruel joke.

She opened her journal to make notes, because that’s what people with control issues did when everything fell apart.


Day 1 — Arrival. 
Objective: regain composure.

Reality: none.




Her pen skidded as the train lurched again. Somewhere up ahead, the conductor shouted something that could have been “Sorrento!” or “Sorry no!”

She sighed. It had all begun, predictably, with the missed train incident.

Naples Airport, baggage carousel number 5. Forty-five minutes of waiting for a suitcase that decided to live its best life somewhere over Frankfurt. The frantic dash to the ticket counter. The Google-Translate disaster in which she accidentally ordered due espresso e un maglione — two espressos and a sweater. The espresso had arrived. So had the sweater.

Now, hours later, the espresso was the only thing keeping her conscious.

A child wailed somewhere behind her. A nun snored softly across the aisle. Outside, lemon groves clung to cliffs that seemed designed to test human faith in guardrails. Elena pressed her forehead to the glass, watching sunlight fracture over the sea.

It was beautiful. It was dizzying. It was exactly the kind of beauty that made her feel like an imposter.

She fished her phone out and opened her notes app. The title read:


“Art and Faith in Italian Muralism: The Human Form as Devotion.”




If her academic advisor could see her now — hair frizzing, eyeliner melting, faith evaporating — he’d revoke her scholarship on aesthetic grounds alone.

She closed her eyes and took a breath. You’re here to work, not to panic.

But the train groaned, the air grew hotter, and the man beside her decided it was the perfect moment to unwrap a tuna sandwich.

A burst of laughter from the platform snapped her out of her spiral. As the train slowed at a coastal stop, she glimpsed a flash of color — a woman standing near the tracks, camera poised, curls bouncing as she laughed with a local vendor. Bright sundress, sunglasses pushed into wild hair, voice carrying even over the whistle of the train.

Elena’s eyes lingered just a moment too long. Something about that laugh — unfiltered, free — cut through the haze of exhaustion. Then the train jerked forward again, leaving the woman and her camera a blur of gold and turquoise.

Lucky her, Elena thought. She’s here for fun.

Elena was here for deadlines.

She slumped back in her seat, muttering, “Next time, pick Iceland. No cliffs. No goats.”

The universe, in its favorite act of foreshadowing, responded with a bleating noise from the luggage rack ahead. Someone was transporting an actual goat.

Elena groaned. “Of course.”

When the train finally screeched into Amalfi’s hillside station, she staggered onto the platform like a survivor of a minor catastrophe. The salt wind hit her face — warm, bright, alive — and for the first time in a long time, she felt something stir that wasn’t dread. Maybe hope. Maybe nausea. Hard to tell in this heat.

She adjusted her backpack, squared her shoulders, and said aloud, “Okay, Amalfi. Impress me.”

A pigeon immediately dive-bombed her shoe.

Elena sighed. “Off to a flying start.”

She didn’t know it yet, but somewhere in the maze of sun-bleached streets below, the woman with the camera — the one who laughed like she’d swallowed the sun — was setting up her tripod for a vlog titled ‘How to Fall in Love with Italy in a Day.’

Their paths would cross soon enough. But for now, Elena just wanted air-conditioning, silence, and maybe a miracle.

The bus was already full when Elena boarded, which was impressive, considering she’d arrived ten minutes early.

Or, more accurately, what she thought was ten minutes early. The Amalfi timetable was apparently more of a loose emotional guideline than an actual schedule.

Now she stood in the aisle, clutching the overhead rail, wedged between a woman balancing a basket of lemons and a man whose elbows seemed to believe in manifest destiny.

The driver revved the engine like he was starting a race car. The bus shot forward.

Elena nearly lost her footing and her dignity in one motion. “Oh, brilliant,” she muttered, “this is fine, this is how I die. In a mobile fruit salad.”

The Amalfi road wound upwards like something designed by a mischievous deity. Sharp turns, sudden drops, a view so dazzling it might have been a screensaver — if you weren’t busy praying for your life.

Children shrieked delightedly every time the bus tilted. Their mother crossed herself. A tourist couple squealed in German. A goat bleated somewhere behind Elena. She decided not to investigate.

The man beside her offered a sympathetic smile. “First time, signorina?”

“Does it show?” she said through clenched teeth.

He laughed, patting the dashboard affectionately. “Don’t worry, Giovanni’s been driving this road for forty years.”

Elena glanced at Giovanni, who was steering one-handed while gesturing passionately with the other. “He’s got two hands,” she whispered. “He’s just… not using one of them.”

Every turn was an adventure. Every honk, a brush with eternity.

Still, somewhere between panic and motion sickness, she found herself staring out the window. Below them, the coastline unfurled like a ribbon — cliffs cascading into blue, houses painted in honey and coral, lemon terraces stitched into the hillsides.

It was absurdly, offensively beautiful.

She exhaled a shaky laugh. Maybe this was the point. Maybe you couldn’t hold your breath forever.

The bus slowed at a viewpoint where locals sold postcards and cold drinks. People shuffled off to stretch their legs. Elena stayed put, still clinging to the rail like it was a lifeline.

Through the dusty window, she caught sight of a small crowd by the railing. Among them — a woman with wild curls, laughing as she handed her camera to a vendor. Her voice carried even through the glass, low and musical, laced with the lilting tones of British English.


“Oh no, darling, higher angle! Yes — I’d rather look like a goddess than a gremlin, thank you.”




Elena blinked. That laugh again. The same woman she’d seen by the train tracks earlier — all sunlight and confidence.

The vendor laughed, adjusting the shot. She twirled playfully for the camera, sundress swirling. Then she turned to record a selfie clip, saying brightly,


“Alright, my lovelies — khub maja karo, and don’t forget to smile!”




Elena frowned, half intrigued, half judgmental. Who filmed themselves mid-laughter on a cliff edge?

Someone with better balance and fewer neuroses than me, she thought.

Moments later, the bus horn blared and the woman spun around — startled but still smiling. She waved cheerily at Giovanni, who honked again in reply.

Giovanni grinned. “Ah, la vlogger inglese! She stay in Casa Perri too.”

Elena blinked. “I’m sorry — where?”

“Casa Perri! My cousin’s place. She’s famous, that one. Always talking to her camera.”

Elena’s stomach dropped. “Of course she is.”

The bus lurched forward, leaving the bright figure and her camera shrinking in the distance, her laugh still echoing in Elena’s ears.

By the time they reached the next village, Elena’s legs were jelly, her head spinning from lemon scent and adrenaline.

The driver called out, “Amalfi centro! Casa Perri up the hill, follow the lemons!”

“Follow the lemons,” Elena repeated flatly. “Naturally.”

As she stepped off the bus, her backpack caught on the door. A kind stranger freed it for her — along with three pages of her thesis notes that fluttered dramatically into the wind.

She chased one down the cobbled street, cursing softly. Somewhere above, church bells chimed. The smell of salt and basil mingled in the air.

When she finally straightened up, panting and paper-clutching, she glanced back at the sea. It glittered mockingly, endless and calm.

“Elena Russo,” she muttered, “welcome to paradise.”

By the time Elena climbed the final hill, her legs had officially resigned from service. The street narrowed into a steep, cobbled path lined with lemon trees and terracotta walls. Somewhere below, the sea glittered, all smug and blue, as if to say, you chose this.

She dragged her suitcase over the uneven stones—it bounced, caught, and finally tipped over, spilling socks onto the path. “Fantastic,” she muttered, shoving them back in. “Truly, living the dream.”

A small sign painted on ceramic tiles read:

CASA PERRI – Rooms, Breakfast, Limoncello.

“Breakfast and limoncello,” she murmured. “At least there’s a plan B if the thesis fails.”

She pushed open the gate.

The courtyard was a riot of sunlight and scent: geraniums tumbling over balconies, lemon trees heavy with fruit, and the soft hum of bees. A bright blue Vespa leaned against a wall. Somewhere inside, an accordion played faintly from a radio.

Then—“Benvenuta!”

A whirlwind of colour and energy swept down the stairs. Signora Perri herself, wrapped in a floral scarf, gold bangles chiming, her silver hair arranged in a bun that had definitely seen more excitement than most weddings.

“You are Elena! From Milano, no? Or maybe Firenze? You have the look—academic but romantica!”

“Er—New York, actually,” Elena said, breathless.

“Ah! La professoressa! Come in, come in, you must be tired! Sit, drink—limoncello!”

Before Elena could protest, a glass appeared in her hand. The liquid glowed a suspiciously bright yellow. She took a cautious sip—and coughed. “Oh—wow. That’s—very—authentic.”

“Of course! My husband make it before he run away with yoga teacher.”

“Oh,” Elena blinked. “I’m—sorry?”

“Don’t be. She bring him back after one week.”

Elena had no idea what to do with that, so she smiled politely and took another cautious sip.

Signora Perri waved toward the terrace. “You see? Paradiso!”

And it was. From the edge of the terrace, the world fell away into blue. The coast stretched like a painted dream—boats drifting lazily, sunlight catching on water, rooftops glowing gold.

“This will be your home,” Signora Perri declared. “You write your great opera di arte here, yes?”

“My thesis, actually,” Elena said, placing the glass down carefully before she dropped it. “On modern restoration practices.”

“Bene! Restoration! We restore everything here—chairs, hearts, marriages!”

A young man in an apron—probably her grandson—appeared, carrying Elena’s suitcase with a grin that suggested this wasn’t the first time Signora had cornered a guest mid-entrance.

“Grazie,” Elena managed, following them up the narrow staircase lined with photographs of guests hugging Signora Perri as though she were a beloved aunt.

Her room was small but sunlit, with mismatched tiles, lace curtains, and a painted ceiling featuring cherubs who all looked mildly tipsy. A ceiling fan groaned in slow rotation. The bedspread smelled faintly of lemons and old books.

“It’s beautiful,” she said softly, setting her bag down.

“Of course it is,” said Signora Perri, hands on hips. “Everything beautiful here—except the Wi-Fi. That one is like my ex-husband: unreliable but charming.”

Elena laughed—properly laughed—for the first time since landing in Italy.

“Dinner at seven,” Signora announced. “If you hear shouting, don’t worry—it’s just cooking.”

And with that, she swept out, trailing scent and personality in equal measure.

Left alone, Elena looked around the room again. A painted armoire, a desk overlooking the sea, a vase of fresh lemons on the sill. The air buzzed faintly with life—distant laughter, the clink of dishes, the echo of a radio.

She exhaled. For the first time in weeks, something inside her loosened.

Then her suitcase wedged itself permanently in the doorframe, the fan began clicking ominously, and a confused cat appeared on the bed as if it lived there.

“Right,” Elena muttered. “Perfectly normal start.”

The cat yawned, unimpressed.

Elena rubbed her temples and tried to remind herself why she’d come: quiet, focus, solitude.




By the time the sun began to dip behind the cliffs, the air had softened into something golden and drowsy. Casa Perri’s courtyard buzzed faintly with voices and the scent of frying garlic, but Elena’s brain refused to settle.

She’d unpacked, reorganised her notes, and stared blankly at her thesis outline for a full hour. The words “Cultural Preservation in Transitional Landscapes” had never looked so aggressively dull.

When Signora Perri knocked and offered her a plate of biscotti “for strength, not for hips,” Elena took it as a sign from the universe to go outside.

The village unfolded in layers of warmth and noise. Terracotta roofs glowed in the late light; narrow lanes twisted like ribbons between pastel houses. Cafés spilled onto cobblestones, their tables crowded with clinking glasses and easy laughter.

She wandered without plan, letting the sea breeze push her along. Someone was playing the accordion again—badly but enthusiastically. Children kicked a football that ricocheted off walls with alarming accuracy. A shopkeeper called out, “Ciao bella!” as she passed, holding up a row of painted tiles shaped like lemons.

Elena smiled politely but kept walking. She wasn’t ready to be seen yet. Not after everything that had unravelled back in New York—the breakup, the panic about her future, the gnawing suspicion that she’d lost whatever spark had made her love art in the first place.

She turned a corner and paused at the sight of the piazza.

It was perfect. A fountain trickled in the centre, its marble basin crowded with pigeons. Vines crawled up the surrounding buildings, dripping with pink flowers. A man sold gelato from a striped cart, shouting flavours like poetry: “Fragola! Limone! Pistacchio!”

The smell alone was enough to make her forget her academic misery.

She joined the queue, mentally translating the menu, when something colourful darted into her peripheral vision—a blur of bright fabric, a camera, and boundless energy.

“Alright, my lovelies! We are finally in Amalfi—city of lemons, love, and entirely too many stairs!”

The voice carried across the square, crisp and unmistakably British, the kind that could make even chaos sound composed. The speaker—a young woman, tan and radiant—was walking backwards, camera held high, narrating her surroundings like she’d been born for the spotlight.

Elena instinctively stepped aside.

Too late.

The woman pivoted without looking, spun directly into Elena, and—splat.

Cold, sticky sweetness exploded across Elena’s blouse.

For a moment, time froze.

“Oh my God!” the woman gasped, camera still running. “I—oh no, no, no—bloody hell, my gelato!”

Elena stared down at herself. Lemon and raspberry. Fitting.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

The woman—shorter, freckled, all sunlight and apology—fumbled for napkins with one hand while trying not to drop her camera with the other. Her accent was posh London, but her words tumbled out in a rush.

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you there—camera angle—lighting—gelato casualty! Oh dear, that’s right on the collar, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Elena said flatly. “That’s exactly where it is.”

The woman winced, dabbing uselessly at the stain. “I’ll pay for dry-cleaning, promise. Or, well, gelato-cleaning. Khub maja, na?” She groaned under her breath. “Brilliant, Jazz, really professional.”

Elena blinked. “Did you just… call yourself Jazz?”

“Jasmine Patel,” she said quickly, holding out a slightly sticky hand. “Travel vlogger, occasional disaster. I—uh—usually manage to hit fewer people with my snacks.”

Elena didn’t take the hand. “You have quite the… technique.”

“I prefer to think of it as immersive filmmaking.”

For a beat, neither spoke. Then Jazz’s mouth twitched—half mortified, half amused.

Elena exhaled slowly, feeling the corners of her mouth betray her. “Well. Welcome to Amalfi.”

Jazz laughed—a bright, ringing sound that turned heads. “Thanks, love. Apparently, I’ve already made quite the impression.”

Before Elena could form a reply, someone off-camera shouted her name. Jazz waved, gave a quick “Right, see you!” and jogged off toward the fountain, resuming her cheerful narration as though nothing had happened.


“And that, my lovelies, is what we call a gelato catastrophe! But it’s fine—we move, we learn, we eat more gelato. Aavjo, dosto!”




Her laughter trailed behind her like sunlight.

Elena looked down at her blouse. The stain had already begun to set, pink and yellow like a childish painting.

She sighed. Then—unexpectedly—smiled.

Maybe Amalfi wasn’t going to let her hide after all.

By the time Elena trudged back up the hill to Casa Perri, the sky had faded to indigo and the air smelled faintly of salt and frying anchovies. Her blouse bore a stubborn pink stain that refused to come out, despite her desperate scrubbing at a café sink. The memory of that vlogger’s sunny grin—Jasmine Patel, was it?—lingered annoyingly in her head.

At least the inn promised quiet.

Or so she thought.

She pushed open the gate and was greeted not by the soft murmur of evening but by the distinct sound of rushing water. For one dreadful moment, she thought she’d wandered into someone’s fountain. Then she saw it: a small, determined stream trickling under her door.

“Oh, come on.”

“Ah, signorina!” Signora Perri appeared from nowhere, brandishing a mop and a towel like duelling swords. “Do not worry, it is only the pipes. They have a little… passione.”

“A little what?”

“Passione! They burst whenever they feel neglected. Is like men—very dramatic.”

Elena blinked at the puddle expanding across the tiles. “That’s… reassuring.”

“No problem, no problem!” The landlady flapped her towel, shooing the water as if it might retreat on command. “Mario is fixing it. You will stay in another room tonight. Only for one night, sì?”

Elena sighed, exhausted. “Sure. Whatever’s available.”

“Perfetto! We have only one left. Very cosy, very nice. Right next to—ah—how you say—our content creator.”

“Content—?”

“Jasmine Patel! Lovely girl. Always talking to herself but in a charming way. Makes the YouTube.”

Elena froze mid-step. “You’re kidding.”

Signora Perri beamed, completely missing the tone. “No! You will be neighbours. So convenient. You both young, full of energy! Perhaps you make collaboration, eh?”

Elena’s expression could have curdled milk.

Within minutes, she was installed in the new room—slightly smaller, slightly warmer, with the faint hum of the sea through the shutters. She dropped her bag, kicked off her shoes, and sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the ceiling.

Her life, she decided, had officially become a farce.

Somewhere through the wall, muffled but unmistakable, came a bright, melodic voice:


“Alright, my lovelies! Welcome back to Jazz Takes the World! We’re in Amalfi, land of lemons, love, and, apparently, clumsy introductions!”




Elena’s head snapped up.


“Today we’re talking about travel fails, because—let’s face it—sometimes the mess is the magic. Khub maja karo, and don’t forget to smile!”




A jingle played—cheerful, polished, maddeningly upbeat.

Elena flopped back onto the bed with a groan. “This,” she muttered, staring at the ceiling fan as it clicked ominously overhead, “is not the sabbatical I signed up for.”

From next door came laughter—pure, unfiltered, and so alive it somehow reached through the wall and settled right under her skin.

Elena shut her eyes, resigned. Tomorrow, she’d write. No distractions. No vlogger nonsense. Just peace and academia.

Outside, the sea crashed softly against the cliffs—like it was already laughing at her.
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  Gelato Incident

  
  




The piazza was pure theatre.

Late afternoon light poured like honey across the cobblestones, catching the polished domes of scooters and the gleam of sunglasses. Church bells clanged from the duomo tower; tourists drifted between gelaterias and souvenir stalls, snapping selfies with melting cones. The air smelled of espresso, basil, and sun-warmed stone.

Elena paused at the edge of the square, notebook tucked under her arm. After yesterday’s chaos—the flight delay, the flooded room, the overenthusiastic landlady—she’d promised herself one thing: today would be quiet.

She chose a small café beneath a striped awning, half-hidden behind pots of lavender. The waiter brought her a cappuccino dusted with cocoa, and she opened her notebook to a blank page titled Field Observations – Amalfi.

Her plan was simple: observe, sketch, breathe.

She had just written “warm ochre facades—” when a shriek of laughter cut through the air, followed by a bright voice with a sway.


“Day two on the Amalfi Coast, and I’m already lost in a lemon grove and half-sunburned—but look at this gelato! My taste buds are going to weep!”




Elena glanced up.

A woman—tall, sun-kissed, hair swept into a messy bun—was walking backward across the piazza, holding her phone aloft. She spoke directly to the camera with sparkling eyes and the kind of confidence only the chronically unembarrassed possessed.


“Honestly, my Nani says….. when life gives you lemons, you vlog about them, right? Khub maja karo, everyone—look at this pistachio!”




Before Elena could process the phrase—or the whirling energy behind it—the woman turned mid-spin, laughing, and—

Splat.

Cold sweetness hit Elena’s blouse. A perfect scoop of nocciola e pistacchio slid down the white cotton, leaving a sticky trail across her notes.

For a moment, both women just froze.

Elena blinked down at herself, speechless. The woman gasped, phone still recording. “Oh no no no—bloody hell—stop rolling!” She fumbled to switch it off, then looked up with wide, mortified eyes. “I—oh my God—I am so sorry!”

Elena’s voice came out sharper than intended. “Do you always weaponise dessert?”

The woman’s mouth dropped open—then curved into a helpless laugh. “Only on special occasions. I swear this only happens, like… twice a year. Three, tops.”

“Marvellous statistic,” Elena muttered, dabbing futilely at her shirt with a napkin.

“Oh wait—here, let me—” The stranger lunged forward with one flimsy serviette and managed to smear the gelato into an even larger patch. “Oh dear. I’m making it worse, aren’t I?”

“Decidedly.”

She bit her lip, then tore the silk scarf from her neck—turquoise, patterned with lemons—and held it out. “Use this. It’s clean. I promise.”

Elena eyed it warily. “That looks expensive.”

“Well, now it’s part of a crime scene. Go on.”

Reluctantly, Elena accepted it, dabbing her blouse. The pistachio stain stared back, unmoved. Around them, café patrons watched with undisguised amusement. Someone even clapped.

“Don’t encourage them,” Elena hissed.

Jasmine—because by now her name had appeared in neon on her phone case, Jazz Takes the World—gave a theatrical bow toward the applauding table. “Thank you, thank you, I’ll be here all week.”

Elena exhaled through her nose. “Unbelievable.”

“Truly. But, on the plus side, you’ve now been initiated into the Amalfi experience. Stains, chaos, and a story to tell your friends back in…?”

“New York,” Elena said stiffly.

“Ah! I did my art foundation in London—sort of cousins, aren’t we?” Jasmine grinned. Her accent was pure posh, but her words danced with warmth and mischief. “Anyway, can I at least buy you a coffee? Or a new blouse? Or… emotional compensation via gelato?”

“I think you’ve done enough with gelato, thank you.”

Jasmine pressed a hand to her chest, mock-offended. “You wound me. But fair.” She tilted her head, studying Elena for a moment. “You know, you’re very calm for someone I just assaulted with dessert.”

“I’m internalising the trauma.”

“Healthy. Very modern of you.”

Despite herself, Elena felt the corner of her mouth twitch.

Jasmine noticed. “Ah! She smiles! There’s hope for me yet.”

“Don’t push it.”

A moment later, a breeze carried the church bells again, scattering jasmine petals from a nearby stall across the square. Jasmine glanced at her phone, sighed, and muttered, “Right, I need to redo that take. The gelato massacre isn’t exactly brand-friendly.”

She turned, camera back up, already grinning for her viewers. “Okay, loves—round two! Remember, travel’s not perfect, but it’s deliciously messy—just like this top!”

Elena blinked at her, halfway between irritation and awe.

The vlogger flashed her one last apologetic smile, winked, and was gone—swallowed by the swirl of tourists and golden light.

Elena looked down at her ruined notes, sighed, and muttered, “Perfect. Sabotaged by enthusiasm.”

But as she blotted another stubborn spot, she realised she was smiling too.

Elena spent the next half-hour meandering through the piazza, the stickiness on her sleeve cooling into resignation. Every corner of Amalfi seemed to mock her with cheerful chaos—children chasing pigeons, lovers licking gelato, a busker serenading tourists with O Sole Mio on an accordion held together by duct tape.

She told herself she was taking the long way back to Casa Perri for “scenic research,” but really, she was buying time. Distance from that woman—loud, luminous, and entirely too memorable.

Yet when she rounded the bend at the top of the hill, dragging her sandals along the worn stone steps, there she was again.

Jasmine Patel, framed by the bougainvillea arch at the inn’s entrance, arguing cheerfully with her phone.

“No, Mum, I’m eating properly. Yes, I had fruit—lemon counts! Honestly, you’re worse than Nani.”

A pause. Then, in Gujarati, her voice softened: “Haan, haan, maja ma chhu. Love you, bye.”

Elena froze mid-step.

Of course. The universe wasn’t done mocking her.

Jasmine turned and spotted her instantly. “Oh—fancy seeing you again, Miss New York!”

Elena arched an eyebrow. “Please don’t tell me you live here too.”

“Only temporarily. Casa Perri, room six.” Jasmine’s grin widened. “Don’t worry, I’m not following you—just haunting you, apparently.”

Before Elena could formulate a scathing retort, Signora Perri bustled out from behind the lemon pots, arms full of laundry and mischief. “Ah, my two favourite guests! You’ve met, I see!”

“Unfortunately,” Elena murmured.

Jasmine laughed. “Met, collided, created a new art movement involving gelato—depends how you define ‘met.’”

The landlady’s eyes twinkled. “Sometimes fate has a sweet tooth, sì? Even if it’s a little… sticky.”

Elena pinched the bridge of her nose. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“Eh,” Signora said with a shrug that encompassed all of Italy. “The heart knows before the head does. Now, dinner at seven! Don’t be late—especially you, ragazza del gelato.”

“That’s my new title now, isn’t it?” Jasmine said, laughing.

As Signora swept back inside, humming, Elena muttered, “I suppose there’s no escaping you, then.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Jasmine said with a mock bow. “But for what it’s worth, I really am sorry about the shirt. Twice.”

“Twice?” Elena repeated, incredulous.

Jasmine grimaced. “You didn’t check your sleeve yet, did you?”

Elena looked down. A smear of pistachio still clung near her cuff, defiant. She closed her eyes. “Marvellous.”

“Right,” Jasmine said, edging toward the stairs, “I’ll… let you handle that. And maybe hide all frozen desserts before dinner.”

“Please do.”

Jasmine flashed a peace sign. “Laters, neighbour.”

And with that, she disappeared into her room, door clicking shut behind her.

Elena exhaled, the faint hum of a vlogging intro tune already leaking through the wall.

Elena shut her door with a soft click, leaning against it as if to hold the chaos at bay. For a few seconds, there was blessed silence—only the distant hum of the sea and the faint whirr of the ceiling fan. Then, inevitably, through the paper-thin wall:

“Okay, my loves, room tour time! Say hello to the world’s tiniest lemon-themed soap!”

Elena closed her eyes. Of course.

She crossed to the sink, where her once-white blouse now floated in a bowl of cold water and detergent. Pale swirls of pistachio tinted the water green. She prodded the fabric with the end of a pencil, muttering, “Restoration practice, indeed.”

The absurdity of it all made her snort under her breath. Twenty-four hours in Amalfi, and she’d experienced more slapstick than serenity.

She sat at her desk—a charming piece of furniture that wobbled if she so much as breathed—and tried to focus. Her open notebook stared back:


Field Observations – Amalfi

Warm ochre facades— interrupted by airborne gelato.




She sighed, turned to a fresh page, and began jotting:


Religion, colour, ritual, accident.

Sometimes art is chaos trying to find shape.




Through the wall, Jasmine’s voice carried again, bright and melodic. “—and this is where the magic happens! And by magic, I mean editing and existential dread, ha!”

Elena bit back a reluctant smile. Despite herself, she could picture her neighbour perfectly—gesturing at the tiny space, narrating with the enthusiasm of a game show host. There was something magnetic about that energy. Infuriatingly so.

She tried writing again, pen scratching across the page. “The fresco’s patina suggests—”

Thud.

A loud noise next door, followed by Jasmine’s muttered, “Oh, for heaven’s sake—tripod, behave!”

Elena set her pen down, laughing quietly despite herself. She caught sight of the lemon-patterned scarf draped over her chair—Jasmine’s scarf—and hesitated before folding it neatly. The scent of sea salt and citrus clung faintly to it.

She frowned at her reflection in the mirror, cheeks flushed. “You’re getting sentimental over a scarf,” she told herself.

Still, when Jasmine’s voice rose again—half Gujarati, half English, full of warmth—Elena found herself listening.

“…Haan, Nani, I told you I’m fine. No, I didn’t burn anything. Yet.”

Then, laughter. Full-bodied, genuine, the kind that filled a room.

Elena exhaled slowly, turning back to her notebook.


Observation: Amalfi sunlight behaves differently after laughter. Warmer. More human.*




She snapped it shut before she could overthink it.

From next door came the telltale sound of a YouTube outro: “Alright, my loves, don’t forget—life’s too short for bland gelato! Khub maja karo!”

Elena smiled into her hands. “That woman,” she murmured, “is going to drive me absolutely mad.”

The cat from yesterday slipped in through the half-open window and curled at her feet as if agreeing.

Outside, the church bells rang again—soft, golden, persistent.


Jasmine lay sprawled on her bed, laptop open, memory cards scattered like confetti. A half-eaten packet of crisps teetered on the nightstand beside a precariously full mug of tea. She’d been editing for hours, the golden Amalfi footage flashing across her screen: cobbled lanes, lemon trees, a goat wearing a ribbon—artistic chaos, as she called it.

She hit play on the latest clip, and there it was again—the gelato incident.

Elena’s startled face filled the frame, a blur of pistachio, indignation, and those sharp, dark eyes that had looked ready to deliver a dissertation on “Why Vloggers Should Be Outlawed.”

“Oh, brilliant,” Jasmine muttered, scrubbing a hand over her face. “Absolutely brilliant content, Patel. Assault by dessert—again.”

She groaned, dragging the timeline bar back and forth. Every replay made her wince harder. But—God help her—it also made her grin.

There was something about the woman’s poise, even mid-crisis. Controlled, articulate, annoyed but luminous. Jasmine zoomed in on a still frame: Elena frowning, a smear of gelato on her blouse, sunlight gilding her hair.

“Why are you so photogenic while I look like I’ve been mugged by a gelateria?”

A notification pinged. Email from Samira – RE: Episode Draft.

She clicked it open.


Jazz, love the energy. But remember, the new series needs more connection. People want you, not just scenery. Talk to locals, collaborate. Maybe find a story.

Also: stop injuring people on camera. xx Sam




Jasmine laughed out loud, head falling back against the pillow. “Find a story,” she repeated, eyes drifting toward the wall that separated her from the woman next door.

Oh, I’ve found one, Sam. She’s just not thrilled about it yet.

Her phone buzzed again—FaceTime, Mum & Nani (UK).

“Here we go,” she said, bracing herself and answering.

Her mother’s face appeared first, elegant and amused. Behind her, Nani leaned so close her forehead nearly filled the screen.

“Jazzy! My travelling child! You’re alive?” Nani’s voice boomed.

“Alive, Nani. Slightly sticky, but alive.”

Mum raised an eyebrow. “Sticky?”

“Gelato mishap. Again.”

Nani tutted dramatically. “In our day, we didn’t waste good food, beta.”

“I didn’t waste it, I—distributed it, unintentionally.”

Mum sighed. “Honestly, Jazz, one of these days, your chaos will end up in a museum.”

“Perfect,” Jasmine said with a grin. “I’ll vlog from there too.”

They laughed together, warmth and love folding through the static. For a moment, Jasmine’s grin softened—this was what she missed, the constant buzz of family, half-Gujarati, half-English, wholly too loud for any one household.

After goodnights and Khub maja karo, dikri, she hung up and stared at her laptop again.

The footage flickered: sea, sunlight, laughter—then Elena.

She hesitated, hovering over the delete key, but didn’t press it. Instead, she clipped the scene, trimmed it neatly, and muttered, “You stay. You’re the plot twist.”

Then she recorded a voice memo for herself, as she always did before bed:


“Day two: accidentally reintroduced slapstick to the Amalfi Coast. Met one (1) American academic who looked at me like I’d rewritten gravity.

Potential storyline? Art versus chaos. Maybe she’s the anchor I didn’t know I needed.”




She paused, considering, then added with a grin:


“Also—buy more lemon soap. Smells divine.”




With a contented sigh, she closed the laptop, the room dim but warm with the afterglow of sunset. From outside came faint music from the terrace—someone strumming a guitar, laughter carrying through the lemon trees.

And through the wall came a sound that made her smile unconsciously: the scratch of a pen, rhythmic, thoughtful.

“Writing again, are we?” she whispered, as if Elena could hear. “Good. Let’s see how long that lasts.”


Jasmine had been halfway through packing her camera bag when Signora Perri appeared at the door, arms folded, expression that brooked no argument.

“You are not going wandering, cara. The coast will still be there tomorrow. Dinner won’t.”

“Signora, I was going to catch the golden hour—”

“Golden hour is overrated. Eat first, then you can chase your light.” Her eyes twinkled. “Besides, you’ll like who’s joining us.”

That line again. Jasmine raised an eyebrow. “You’re matchmaking, aren’t you?”

“Me? Never. I only feed people. The rest is up to fate.”

Jasmine gave a long-suffering sigh but relented, swapping her camera for a hair tie. “Fine. But if fate turns out to be another tourist named Gary from Leeds, I’m blaming you.”


The terrace of Casa Perri looked like something out of a postcard—wisteria curling along the railings, fairy lights strung from lemon trees, a table mismatched in every charming way. Candles flickered in old wine bottles, and the scent of roast chicken, garlic, and citrus hung heavy in the air.

A handful of guests had gathered: a honeymooning couple from Canada, a retired teacher sketching the view, Signora Perri presiding like a benevolent queen. Jasmine slid into her seat, smiling easily at everyone, until—

“Buonasera.”

That voice.

Elena stood at the far end of the terrace, in a soft linen dress, hair swept into a loose knot. The golden light caught on her collarbones and the faint, fresh scent of soap clung to her like understatement itself.

Jasmine froze mid-smile. Of course.

Signora Perri beamed. “Ah, splendid! You’ve met already!”

Elena’s polite smile tightened. “Briefly.”

“Oh, I’d say memorably,” Jasmine murmured, pulling out a chair.

Elena hesitated, clearly debating flight, then squared her shoulders and sat. Not letting her win, that look said.

Perfect. Jasmine loved a challenge.


For the first twenty minutes, conversation flowed politely—weather, travel, how Signora’s lemon cake was a national treasure. Jasmine played the easy entertainer, tossing in jokes and travel anecdotes; Elena stayed measured, sipping her wine, answering questions like they were part of an academic panel.

Then came the lemons.

“They’re extraordinary, aren’t they?” Jasmine said, gesturing to the dish before them. “Everything here tastes like sunshine in citrus form.”

Elena tilted her head. “Or like being punched in the face by a fruit basket.”

The table chuckled. Jasmine’s eyes gleamed. “Blasphemy. You’re in Amalfi. The lemons are practically sacred.”

“I’m not against them,” Elena replied evenly. “Just… cautious. There’s zest, and then there’s zealotry.”

“Oh, you’re definitely the cautious type.”

“And you’re clearly not.”

Their gazes locked over the table, a slow spark of amusement and irritation flickering in tandem. Signora Perri, bless her, only poured more wine.

Jasmine leaned in conspiratorially. “So, you’re an academic. What’s the subject? ‘A Defence of Fruit Moderation in Mediterranean Civilisations’?”

Elena set down her fork with quiet precision. “Religious symbolism in coastal frescoes. I’m cataloguing iconographic patterns for my thesis.”

Jasmine blinked. “That’s… unexpectedly cool.”

“Unexpectedly?”

“Well, you look like someone who colour-codes her Post-its.”

“I do. It’s efficient.”

Jasmine grinned. “Adorable.”

“Condescending.”

“Complimentary!”

It went on like that—barbed, bright, strangely exhilarating. The honeymooners exchanged knowing glances; the retired teacher began sketching them instead of the view.

Eventually, Signora Perri served lemon chicken and poured more wine, declaring, “You two talk like an old married
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