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Summer 1940

      Leaves rustled in the distance and the promise of summer was on the wind.

      ‘Look, Joséphine, the sky’s just magical this evening.’

      A pair of blue eyes followed the line of Edda’s slender finger as it pointed up towards the sun.

      ‘You’re right, and look at the clouds, aren’t they huge!’ said Joséphine.

      ‘They’re like enormous lemons, as big as the ones growing in the garden,’ Edda added, fishing a lemon jelly sweet out of the basket she’d placed between her and her friend. The sweet was a piece of sunlight not much bigger than a sugar cube, a concentrate of pure sugar and lemon zest left to dry then briefly plunged into boiling honey, the product of an entire day’s work. Studying the golden glow of that sugar-crusted fragment of the Mediterranean, Edda felt proud of her efforts. She popped the sweet between her lips and squashed it against her palate. Her eyes widened as she marvelled at the taste of the island summer, with its perfumes of wild flowers and salt, white towels left to dry in the sun and jugs of iced lemonade to sip. The sweet was like a journey encompassing everything the last three magical months had given her and the promise that the years ahead would be the best of her life, as long as Joséphine stayed by her side.

      Edda kept sucking, thirsty for the jelly’s citrusy summer flavour while her friend watched her. ‘The jellies I made with Sister Anne yesterday really are delicious – you absolutely have to try one,’ Edda said, smacking her lips, before rummaging around in the basket again to get one for her friend. ‘Go on, Joséphine. I made these just for you, I know you’re crazy about lemons!’

      ‘I know, but these are for the lunch with the bishop tomorrow, Edda! The nuns will be so angry when they find out, and they’ll punish us again.’

      ‘If they find out,’ Edda corrected her with a wink. ‘I told Sister Anne they hadn’t turned out very well and I made an extra jar of candied lemon peel. I made these ones just for us. For you, because I know how much you love them.’

      Joséphine nodded happily as she accepted Edda’s gift, smiling as Edda squeezed her hand.

      ‘You’re right,’ Joséphine agreed.

      Silence fell, interrupted only by the chirruping of the crickets. The easterly wind rippled through the leaves of the lemon tree that stood on the terrace, filling the air with their irreverent perfume. Down in the fishermen’s village a distant radio sang an old song about a betrayed lover; the woman’s voice was like velvet to the ears of the two girls who lay stretched out on the convent’s terrace.

      ‘Joséphine?’

      ‘Yes?’

      Edda turned onto her side, propping herself up on her elbow. On her face was the serious expression of someone about to say something important. ‘Do you think it’s possible to love someone like a sister even if they’re not your sister? I mean, even if you don’t have the same parents?’

      The other girl sat up, wrapping her arms tightly around her sore knees. Sneaking out with Edda during evening prayers had earned them an exemplary punishment – an entire day locked in their respective cells at the convent, separated and fasting. At least until her best friend had arrived on the terrace with a basket full of sweet treats.

      And yet she would have done it again; since Edda had arrived at the convent she hadn’t felt alone any more.

      She rolled up the sleeve of her cotton habit and showed Edda the semicircle of pale skin on her wrist. ‘Of course. We made a pact, remember?’

      Edda nodded and uncovered her own little scar, showing it off like a trophy. ‘Sisters for ever,’ she said quietly, as if it were a magic spell.

      ‘Sisters for ever,’ Joséphine agreed, breaking a piece of sugary gold in two.
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        Gelée al limone

        200g sugar

        100ml lemon juice

        2 spoons of lemon peel, candied in honey

        12g sheet gelatine

        1 spoon natural vanilla flavouring

        Sugar to decorate

         

        Place the gelatine in cold water and leave to dissolve for at least ten minutes. Meanwhile, finely chop the candied peel.

        Pour the sugar and lemon juice into a bowl and place over a medium heat until the mixture begins to boil.

        Carefully wring out the gelatine and arrange pieces of candied peel in the bottom of a set of plastic chocolate moulds.

        Once the lemon and sugar mixture has been boiling for about two minutes, add the gelatine and mix until completely combined. Turn off the heat and pour the mixture into the moulds. Leave the sweets to cool.

        Once cool, remove the jellies from their moulds, dip in the sugar and serve.
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1983

      Elettra stood, arms folded, in front of the closed door with the sign ‘The Dream Kitchen’ swinging in front of her. One of the hinges had broken, but there was no longer any point in trying to fix it.

      She steeled herself and went in one last time: it really had been a day to forget. She would have done almost anything to strike it from the calendar, but that was impossible. The sun had risen again as normal, bringing the familiar memories with it.

      ‘Baking was never my choice, and you knew it,’ she said, turning to the photo of her mother which hung on the otherwise bare wall of the shop. It was the photo of an intensely private woman whom Elettra had thought of by her given name rather than as ‘Mamma’. She had called her Edda. Now Edda was in a coma, almost as if destiny was determined to put miles between them, to continue their lives as they had started, with Elettra’s mother and her past remaining a mystery to her daughter. With her olive complexion and long, dark hair, Edda looked like Elettra in the photo on the wall. Of all her features, only Elettra’s blue eyes came from their unknown source.

      Elettra had tried to hold it together for the past few months but now she was unravelling. She began to sob and continued speaking to her mother’s photo. ‘If I’d been half as good as you at making pastries and bread I wouldn’t be here now. People would be queuing up to the bakery, just like when you were in the kitchen. But you never wanted to admit that I wasn’t like you, that I simply didn’t want to be shut up inside the four walls of a kitchen.’ She wiped her tears. ‘You tried to make me follow in your footsteps, even though you knew very well that I dreamed of something else, that I wanted to go to New York and do that journalism Masters.’ Elettra moved closer to the photo. ‘You were somehow convinced that you had a gift to pass on to me, and that by learning to bake I would be able to heal people like you did. You spent years telling me that there is a magic to food, that even the simplest biscuit can mend a broken heart. I tried to tell you that I didn’t have your gift, but it didn’t work. And look at me now. The bakery has folded and here I am on my own, because you’re all I’ve ever had.’

       

      Back in the street, Elettra turned up the collar of her coat and began to walk without a fixed destination. Her head was empty and her legs simply felt the urge to take her far away. She thought about calling Walter, her ex-boyfriend. Their break-up was recent and she still felt raw inside: he had put his parents’ wishes before his love for her. Dialling his number would have been easy, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      What she needed was a friend. She turned towards the phone box in the middle of the square and dropped all the loose change she could find in her pockets into the little silver slot.

      ‘Hello?’

      There was a lump in Elettra’s throat and her voice was a whisper. ‘Ruth?’

      Just one word in that wavering voice was enough to make the other woman take charge straight away. ‘Tell me where you are, I’m coming to get you.’

      ‘No, don’t worry. It’s late and Sarah needs to spend some time with her mum.’

      ‘Don’t you start trying to play superwoman with me, you know it won’t work. Tell me where you are,’ Ruth insisted at the other end of the line. They’d known each other since they were tiny.

      ‘I feel like I’m suffocating, Ruth, like I’m going mad,’ Elettra whispered. ‘The bakery’s closed down and Edda’s medical fees keep going up, especially now the doctor wants to try a new treatment. They’re doing all they can to keep her alive but there never seems to be even the slightest change and I don’t know how much longer I can afford it.’

      ‘Elettra…’

      ‘I don’t have a job any more, Ruth. I don’t know what I’ll do tomorrow, or how I’ll manage to pay the bills, and I’m not even brave enough to visit my mother and see how she is. Just the thought of seeing her in that bed surrounded by tubes leaves me paralysed. I don’t know what to do any more… I… I don’t know, Ruth, I don’t know. I just wish she was here with me, that she’d tell me what to do, but there’s no one here. No one’s here, Ruth.’

      ‘I’m here,’ her friend pointed out. ‘And so is Edda, she’s there with you, Elettra; your mum can hear you when you talk to her. A mother never abandons her child, so go and see her and then come straight over to my house, I need to talk to you.’

      Elettra used the cuff of her coat to wipe away the mascara that had run down her cheeks; she knew that tone of voice well. ‘I can’t accept any more money from you, you know that.’

      ‘There’s no need to be like that; I’ve sold most of the equipment from my dad’s old business, the money will start to come in soon.’

      A sigh filled the silence on the line. ‘Really? I would have to pay you back – I mean it, Ruth.’

      ‘Yes, okay,’ Ruth said, smiling, knowing their friendship was too close to ever hold her to that. ‘But you’ve got to promise me something else.’

      Elettra fished the last coin out of her pocket and fed it into the slot. ‘What?’

      ‘That you’ll use some of it to go on a holiday.’

      Another sigh came down the line. ‘I’ve lost my job, my mother needs drugs that cost an arm and a leg and I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I don’t think this is the right time for me to go on a holiday.’

      ‘As I was saying, the payments will start coming in next week, so money isn’t a problem at the moment. And a holiday is always going to be better than years of paying to see a therapist, isn’t it?’

      ‘Ruth…’ Elettra began, but her friend interrupted her.

      ‘I’m begging you, do as I say, just this once,’ she said sweetly.

      Elettra wasn’t convinced by what her friend was suggesting, but when she thought about the here and now, her only wish was to get as far away as possible: Ruth might not be entirely wrong.
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      As she sat in the waiting room of the clinic where her mother was receiving treatment, Elettra found herself thinking once again that she didn’t even have the guts to be in the same room with her. Her fingers clutched a necklace depicting Saint Elizabeth of Hungary. Edda was so devoted to the patron saint of bakers that she kept a small shrine to her at home. Elettra didn’t know why she’d brought the necklace with her that day: she’d seen it on the bedside table and felt an urge to take it with her. The saint in her hand had a dreamy expression that instilled Elettra with a sense of peace, an inner calm she had rarely known in all her thirty years. She turned the necklace over in her fingers, lingering over the inscription around the edges of the medallion hanging from it: Île du Titan. She had never paid it any attention before. The name didn’t mean anything to her, but she imagined it was one of the mysteries of Edda’s past that she’d kept from her. Even after all these years, there was so much about the past that her mother had held back.

      ‘One of many mysteries,’ she said out loud in a tearful voice. Days, clouds, smiles: everything had been lost with Edda, swallowed up by her empty sleep.

      Elettra took a deep breath in the waiting room and realised she couldn’t do it, she wouldn’t see her mother today, and picked up her bag. As she stood up, she found herself enveloped by a familiar smell. It was the warmth of an intense, familiar fragrance. It seemed to come out of nowhere.

      She frowned, trying to connect the fragrance with a memory. She knew that scent of flour softened by a hint of sugar, but she couldn’t work out what the playful background smell was. Then a gentle draught brought to mind a memory that made her knees go weak. The fragrance was unmistakeable. There was no doubt about it: it was the smell of Edda’s aniseed bread.

      Elettra used to be crazy about those special aniseed rolls, and she still remembered how as a child she used to love dipping them in warm milk until the icing turned clear. She could remember the exact consistency of the aniseed seeds that released their summery flavour like exploding fireworks. She always looked forward to the evenings when Edda prepared the mixture, the slightly alcoholic aroma of the rising dough, its good, clean smell.

      ‘Oh my God,’ she murmured. She looked around the corridor cluttered with trolleys full of bedsheets and drugs; what she had just experienced was not real, merely fantasy or nostalgia.

      ‘No, sweetheart, it’s all real,’ a voice behind her corrected her.

      Elettra swallowed carefully.

      She took a deep breath and turned round; behind her was a woman in a wheelchair, an old lady who looked at her with small eyes.

      ‘I’m Clara, a friend of Edda’s. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Elettra,’ she added.

      ‘You know who I am?’ Elettra asked, feeling uneasy as she faced the small woman who was wrapped in a turquoise blanket.

      ‘Of course, you’re the only thing Edda ever talks about!’

      Elettra’s whole body tensed. She wondered what the woman was after.

      She had read plenty of stories of people tricked and defrauded by phony clairvoyants; of being preyed upon when vulnerable. She came out with it: ‘Look, if you’re trying to make some money, you’ve picked the wrong woman.’

      ‘Listen to me: your mother is thinking of you, sweetheart.’ The woman’s hand seemed to caress the air. ‘She doesn’t want you to worry about the bakery, there was nothing that could be done to save it. She’d rather you took better care of yourself.’

      Elettra drew back. She held the woman’s gaze. ‘I’m sorry, I think you’ve confused me with someone else. My mother’s been in a coma for a year and she’s in no condition to hold a conversation. As for me, I’m absolutely fine, thank you.’

      ‘I beg to differ, you don’t look fine.’

      Elettra gasped, wrong-footed by the woman’s irreverent tone. She’d had enough of her pretensions. ‘I’m sorry, I really must go.’ She clutched her bag and turned away, but the old lady moved in her chair as Elettra started to leave.

      ‘Wait!’ she called. ‘Edda asked me to tell you to make aniseed bread, but not to go overboard with the orange peel like you usually do!’ she shouted after her.

      Her words brought Elettra to an immediate halt part way down the corridor. ‘How did you…’ she asked, turning round, but the old lady spoke over her.

      ‘Remember, Elettra: just two spoonfuls of coffee per cup. Once you’ve prepared the rolls, wrap them in the cloth on the kitchen sideboard, the one you spilled juice on when you were eight, and take them to the Convent of Saint Elizabeth on Titan’s Island. Unless I’m mistaken, you’ve got something of your mother’s with you which will show you the way,’ she said, touching her neck. ‘A very special compass.’

      Elettra rubbed her eyes: there was no way the woman could know about Edda’s necklace, it was impossible: she hadn’t worn it since she had arrived at the clinic, but had held it in her hands.

      ‘You’ll find all the answers you’re looking for on the island, my girl, but don’t let anything or anyone intimidate you; close your ears to what the inhabitants of that hostile land may tell you. Leave your rolls at the feet of the Saint. Offer them up to her and pray for your mother, the Saint will hear you. She will heal both of you. And don’t be afraid,’ she added, ‘everything will work out fine. Everything.’ Elettra listened avidly. Faced down by that little old woman, her resistance had crumbled.

      ‘I have to go, child,’ Clara bid her farewell in a whisper.

      ‘Wait, Clara!’ exclaimed Elettra, rushing to crouch at her feet as the ward sister appeared in the corridor and took charge of the wheelchair. ‘What exactly should I pray for? What will I find on that island?’ she asked, but the nurse gave her a disapproving look and turned her back on Elettra with a couple of brisk manoeuvres. Elettra jumped up and grabbed her by the shoulder, keeping a firm grip. ‘Please, please: let me talk to her. It’s important.’

      The nurse tugged herself free and looked Elettra up and down. ‘This lady is seriously ill. Please show some respect and be kind enough to leave her in peace,’ she dismissed her as she moved away. The wheelchair rolled along silently, carrying the old lady and her secrets with it.

      The answers, the past: once again, everything was slipping away from her.

      Elettra stood helplessly in the middle of the corridor, watching the ward sister escort Clara back to her room.

      The spell was broken, the aroma of aniseed was gone.
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        Pane all’anice

        1kg flour

        200g sugar

        25g yeast

        600ml milk

        1 spoon honey

        1 egg yolk

        1 spoon oil

        4 spoons aniseed seeds

        1 orange (peel only)

        1 pinch of salt

        For the icing:

        1 egg white, sugar, lemon juice.

         

        Dissolve the yeast in a little warm milk with a spoonful of honey and leave to stand for at least ten minutes.

        Mix together the flour, sugar, salt, aniseed and orange peel and heap on a flat surface. Make a well in the centre, add the egg yolk and oil and combine.

        Gradually add the remaining milk, then, finally, add the yeast mixture.

        Knead the dough vigorously for several minutes until it achieves an elastic consistency.

        Place in a large, oiled bowl and leave to rest until it doubles in volume.

        Shape the dough into balls the size of oranges and place them on a baking tray. Cover them with a tea towel and leave to rest for an hour.

        Lightly brush the rolls with egg white, put them in an oven pre-heated to 170°C along with a small pan of water and bake for about 30 minutes.

        To ice: mix the egg white and the sugar until you have a thick, pale paste and add several drops of lemon juice. Brush onto the cooled bread and leave to dry completely.
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      Elettra spent hours staring at the small statue of the Saint that stood in the house she and Edda had shared for years. What had that woman meant by finding answers on the island? What had she meant about her being able to heal herself and her mother? She was searching for an answer in the statue: in addition to spending her life working to help the needy, the story went that in order to disguise the bread she was taking to the poor and sick, Elizabeth, the young widow of Louis IV of Thuringia, transformed them into roses, thus earning herself the title of patron saint of bakers and nurses. It was a fascinating story, which Elettra had made her mother tell her every evening when she was small, but it was of little help in alleviating the doubts crowding her mind. All that Elettra knew about her mother was that she had been brought up by nuns. Edda’s parents couldn’t afford to look after her, so one morning they had entrusted her to the care of their parish priest who had taken her to a convent where she had been employed as a scullery maid. It had been pure luck that she had also been educated and loved during her time with the nuns, whom she had unexpectedly left in order to move to the city where, after a number of years, she had managed to open the bakery.

      But none of that explained what connects me to the island that Clara mentioned, or what connects the island, the convent and my mother’s life, Elettra reflected. Her mother had been more guarded than most people, and of course Elettra was now genuinely concerned that her past would disappear with her.

      Edda was stubborn, she always had been; never offering a single concession to Elettra’s need to know about her own father, for instance. She shook her head at the memory of their disagreements, the silences that had divided them for years. She turned to the small altar in the hall to replace the burnt-out candle and as she held out a new one, she asked the young queen of Thuringia to help her mother, to bring her back to her in some way. There was nothing more that Elettra needed than healing – for herself and for her mother.

      ‘Please, please, I beg you,’ she repeated through gritted teeth. Then she stopped. Was she really praying to a statue in hope of a sign? That wasn’t like her at all.

      I need to stop letting others influence me, she scolded herself as she looked at the scared woman reflected in the mirror, before heading to Edda’s room and the drawer where her mother kept the tranquillisers that helped with her chronic insomnia. She tried not to think as she opened the drawer, not to see the clothes which were still perfectly ironed and arranged by colour. She picked up a jumper and inhaled her mother’s scent.

      Elettra realised she was suddenly sick of waiting – waiting for her mother to get better, waiting for her own life to begin. She’d waited so long that she’d passed up on her dreams and run a business into the ground. Everything that had happened already was enough of a sign – she decided that there and then. She was ready to take matters into her own hands and to act herself. If the woman had said that an offering to the Saint was what was needed then she would do it. Maybe she was truly losing her mind and simply running away, but it had to be better than standing still and remaining here.

       

      She barely gave herself time to gather the ingredients together on the table before running to the telephone.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘It’s Elettra. I need some aniseed seeds.’

      ‘Hi, Ruth, it’s great to speak to you!’ Ruth said sarcastically.

      ‘Please, don’t lecture me. This is important,’ Elettra insisted.

      Ruth snorted. ‘What do you need aniseed for at this time of night?’

      ‘It’s complicated, Ruth. Please.’

      ‘You’re not really trying to tell me that you’ve dragged me out of bed because you’ve had a sudden urge to bake, are you?’

      Elettra sighed. ‘Listen, I can’t explain it all now. All I want to know is whether you can give me the seeds. Do you have any at home or not?’

      Her friend exhaled. ‘We’ll see, when do you need them?’

      Elettra gripped the telephone tightly. ‘Right now.’

      ‘Elettra, are you okay?’ Ruth said softly.

      ‘Please. Just now.’ Elettra said and hung up.

      A short while later, a bag in her hand and polka dot pyjamas poking out from underneath her raincoat, Ruth arrived at the doorstep. She let herself in with her spare key.

      Elettra was up to her elbows in soft, sticky dough. ‘Here’s the aniseed you asked for.’ Ruth placed the bag on the table. She watched her friend energetically kneading the dough. ‘Are these the aniseed biscuits that you’re in such a hurry to make?’

      Elettra grunted in reply; combining all the ingredients took effort and concentration, and she couldn’t afford to make mistakes. Not this time. She had found Edda’s recipe in the old biscuit tin on top of the fridge, but she’d had to stop herself from cursing; it didn’t give a single measurement, just a list of ingredients.

      ‘My mother and her damned mysteries!’ she had exclaimed, screwing up the piece of paper, her fingers rigid with tension.

      So she’d had to rely on her memory for the details.

      Elettra took a handful of flour and sprinkled it over the pastry board. ‘No, they’re not biscuits,’ she replied after a while, giving in to Ruth’s silence. She folded the dough in half and twisted it into a plait which she slapped against the table, repeating the process until she was exhausted. She remained tight-lipped all the while, despite the temptation to confide in her friend; she could have told her about the old woman and the scent of aniseed that appeared in the hospital, but Ruth wouldn’t have understood. No one would.

      She opened the bag, releasing a cloud of fragrance, and used her hands to stretch out the dough ready for the seeds. ‘I’ve decided to follow your advice. I’m going away,’ she announced finally.

      Ruth was busy making coffee and she gripped the pot tightly as she turned round to face her. She looked relieved. ‘That’s great! You really need to take a break,’ she said, giving Elettra’s shoulder a squeeze. She punched her gently on the arm and reached out to light the hob. ‘So tell me, where have you decided to go?’

      Elettra smiled; Ruth might be ready for the idea of a trip, but she certainly wouldn’t be prepared for the destination. ‘Just to a small island.’

      Silence. Elettra had surprised her and now she needed to give her time to process it.

      Ruth shifted her weight from one foot to the other. ‘An island?’

      ‘Yes, it’s a small island in the Mediterranean, between Corsica and Sardinia. I’ve been reading about it.’

      ‘Don’t they all speak French there? How are you planning to communicate?’

      ‘You’re right, there used to be a small French community on the island, but luckily they’re all bilingual there nowadays, so I won’t have any trouble making myself understood. It’s called Titan’s Island.’

      ‘Wait. What is this island called?’ Ruth asked.

      ‘Titan’s Island.’

      Ruth bit her lip. ‘Oh, Elettra. I’ve heard about that place. I was told about it when I went to Sardinia last summer.’ Ruth’s look of bemusement turned to worry. ‘Elettra, are you really sure you want to go there? From what I heard it’s really isolated, and not at all easy to get to. It’s ideal for someone who likes nature and the wilderness, but if I know you at all, it’s not the place to go.’

      ‘But it is. It really is,’ Elettra replied, her head still full of Clara’s words and her warning not to let herself be swayed by hearsay about Titan’s Island or its inhabitants.

      Ruth cleared her throat and folded her arms across her chest. ‘Elettra, I heard really strange stories about it last summer, and I’m not comfortable about the idea of you going there alone.’

      ‘What sort of stories?’

      Ruth looked anxious but it was clear she was going to humour Elettra. ‘Okay, we got really close to the island on a day trip from Sardinia, and we were told that it’s a bit of a prehistoric place. They’ve had some trouble, historically; the island is split into two, and the people on one side don’t mix with those on the other side. Apparently, there was a tragic storm there a couple of years ago, and lots of people lost their husbands and loved ones. There’s a colony of widows or something who separate themselves from everyone else. That’s what it’s best known for. Our crazy tour guide mentioned a curse, and something to do with spirits who haunt the coast. To be honest she was completely away with the fairies. The point is it’s not a good place to go, you’ll be on your own and you won’t know anyone.’

      Elettra burst out laughing. ‘Are you serious?!’ she exclaimed. ‘Since when have you believed the nonsense that crazy people tell you?’

      ‘Since my best friend took it into her head to go to a remote island full of strange people. Not to mention the fact that I’m sure your mother and your obsession with the past have something to do with this plan.’ She tilted her head, trying to meet Elettra’s suddenly elusive gaze.

      ‘Partly,’ she admitted, aware she was backed into a corner. ‘I feel like I’ll find answers there. Perhaps the ones Edda has denied me for all these years.’

      ‘I knew it, I knew it!’ Ruth exclaimed, shaking her head. ‘When will you stop resenting her, eh? Edda is in a coma, she’s ill. She needs you, here and now.’

      Elettra plunged her hands into the dough. ‘And what about what I need?’ she burst out, letting the pain and anger spill out of her mouth in a fit of bitterness. ‘Where was my mother when I asked her about my father, her life, when I begged her for a single memory about her past? And where was she when responsibility for the bakery came crashing down on my shoulders, before I had time to think, time to try and live the life I’d always dreamed of?’

      ‘Elettra, this has nothing to do with…’

      ‘Oh, really? You think this has nothing to do with the fact that in the end I’ve had to set my life and my dreams aside and do exactly what she wanted? Nothing to do with the fact that I longed to be a journalist and instead I’ve found myself baking cakes and biscuits just like my mother intended?’

      ‘Elettra…’

      ‘You don’t think this has anything to do with the fact that my mother has sabotaged every effort I’ve ever made to build myself a life independent of hers?’ Elettra interrupted her, fuming.

      ‘No!’ exclaimed Ruth, exasperated by the incandescent rage that left her friend red in the face. ‘For heaven’s sake, Elettra, of course I don’t; nobody knew your mother was going to have a stroke, she didn’t plan to leave you alone to run the bakery by yourself!’

      ‘I don’t know!’ shouted Elettra with her arms in the air, her voice coloured by the pain of a disappointed daughter; with the pain of someone forced to live a life she hadn’t chosen. ‘I don’t know anything any more, that’s the point.’ She collapsed onto a chair and covered her face, her whole torso shaking with repressed, dry sobs. She wanted to cry, but she couldn’t.

      Ruth watched her, confused and worried, then knelt down in front of her and took her hands. ‘How long will you stay there?’ she asked in a small voice.

      ‘I really don’t know, as long as I need to,’ Elettra replied, glancing at the table, embarrassed by the violence of her outburst, ‘but I wanted to ask if you’d keep an eye on the house and Edda until I come back.’

      ‘Have you already planned when you’re leaving?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘I’m not running away, Ruth.’

      ‘I didn’t say you were.’

      ‘But that’s what you think, I can tell from your face.’

      ‘Perhaps.’ Ruth gave a half smile. ‘But I understand why; this is a difficult time for you.’

      And she was right. Elettra needed to get away from there, but she hadn’t decided to run away from her mother, quite the opposite. After what had happened she was more determined than ever to go and find her, to seek the answers to her questions about Edda, and why they had both found themselves here with so much pain and heartbreak.

      She looked down at the dough that was now rising under a tea towel then washed the flour off her arms. ‘Too many strange things have been happening recently, and now I don’t need to take care of the shop any more, I want to find the answers I’ve never been given,’ she remarked as she dried her hands.

      Ruth sighed and took two cups off the shelf. She added sugar to each as her friend poured the coffee. ‘So when are you leaving?’ she asked, helping herself to a pastry from the tray by the sink.

      Elettra brought the coffee up to her nose to smell the rich aroma. ‘Soon,’ she replied.

      ‘Is this aniseed bread for the journey?’

      The timer went off, announcing the end of the first proving. Elettra now needed to shape the rolls and leave them to prove for another hour before baking them and icing them with sugar and coloured sprinkles.

      She prodded the rough surface of the sweet dough, looking at it with hope in her eyes. ‘It’s for the journey of a lifetime.’
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      The weekly ferry service was the only connection between the island and the mainland and it left a trail of golden spray behind it as it entered the sheltered waters of the bay. A huge rock greeted the ship as it arrived at the port, which was overrun by broom and wild irises. Elettra could see a lighthouse up above. She stood on the deck of the ferry, wrapped tightly in her jacket, clutching a cup of coffee and feasting her eyes on the island’s wild beauty. She gave a sigh of relief as she heard the motors cut out and the ramp at the back of the boat open with a groan. She went down the still-swaying gangplank, even more determined to enjoy the view in front of her. There was a small tourist marina, a dozen berths separated by long decks; and the fishermen’s port, a walkway of cracked wood littered with lobster pots and crates left out to dry in the June sunshine, beyond which rose a series of hills covered in heather, juniper and arbutus trees.

      She smiled; she felt like the whole island was welcoming her. She brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes, her other hand gripping the bag that held the bread. She took a deep breath, her first on that small stretch of land in the middle of the sea.

      She surveyed the scene and allowed herself some time to soak up the port town and its atmosphere. She was surrounded by the chaos of the market, its stalls, improvised from pallets and beach umbrellas, selling fish and fresh fruit. Just as she was taking it all in, she noticed something from the corner of her eye: on the other side of the stalls was a line of women dressed in sombre, black ankle-length cotton skirts and matching shirts, clutching paper bags bulging with vegetables and tomatoes and orangey peaches to their chests. Their hair was spun like silver, and contrasted with the sun-darkened skin of their faces. They were dressed in mourning clothes, and walked with their heads down, weighing up the fruit and vegetables on display in silence. The exchange of bank notes was a mute transaction: none of those present spoke a single word to them, and nor did they seem to acknowledge the faces of the women in front of them.

      A procession of ghosts, Elettra thought, shadows that defy the position of the sun, as they moved through the small crowd, which opened a passage as they passed by, treating them like lepers. How strange, she thought. She wanted to follow them, feeling they might be able to help her get to her destination on the island, but before she could reach them, they seemed to disappear into the town’s small alleyways.

      She unzipped her bag to check the bread. Despite her fears, it didn’t seem to have suffered from the journey. On the contrary, the aroma of aniseed was even stronger than when she had first baked it, little comets of scent lighting her way to the truth.

      She had left in such a rush that she hadn’t even thought to book a cheap hotel – the only kind she could afford – but she was feeling impatient and wanted to dive right in.

      Elettra stopped an old lady in the square and hesitantly followed the direction indicated by her hand. She didn’t let the woman’s confused look, or the harshness in her voice when she mentioned the convent, get to her.

      ‘The convent? The one where those unfortunates live on the other side of the island?’ the woman had asked, looking her up and down. Elettra wasn’t entirely sure how to respond.

      ‘The Convent of Saint Elizabeth?’ she had repeated, as the woman had pursed her lips and started a coughing fit.

      ‘Go then, and may the Lord protect you in that hell,’ she said drily, continuing to cough while turning away and leaving Elettra alone and disconcerted in the dusty street between the houses.

      ‘What a warm welcome,’ Elettra murmured to herself as she set off uncertainly, losing herself in the woodland left parched by the sun. She had laughed at Ruth’s warnings regarding the island and its strangeness, but she started to think that perhaps her friend’s concerns weren’t so far-fetched after all.

      She walked along dirt tracks and steep paths trying to remember the woman’s harsh words. She had been sure she would reach the convent in less than half an hour, but she’d been walking for much longer than that without meeting another living creature, apart from a lizard and a stray dog. She stopped and found herself studying the countryside, completely out of breath.

      There was still no sign of the convent. She mopped her brow and turned back, trying to retrace her footsteps to the point where she’d got lost. The paths all looked the same and she couldn’t work out where she’d taken a wrong turn. Each trail was a tongue of earth and rocks worn into the vegetation, just like all the others, and the glare of the sun had only made things worse.

      This place really is like a hellish paradise, she thought. She decided to try to trust her instincts and turned around another bend. In the distance she finally spotted the outline of a building on the top of a hill. It was old and in rundown condition. As she got closer she could see its flaking plaster and tufts of green poking through the roof tiles. The nearer she got, the easier it was to see that the building was in fact the convent she was looking for. The woman with harsh words hadn’t given clear directions, but at least she had indicated the approximate right direction.

      Once she reached the top of the hill she turned to look at the landscape that had suddenly appeared beyond the curve in the path: a cobalt blue bay whose beauty made her forget all her troubles. The sun’s rays were reflected in dazzling sparkles bright enough to bring tears to her eyes, but the colour of the sea in the coves sheltered by the rocks was as deep and dark as the night sky.

      In front of her she could suddenly see the reason for the island’s mythical name: it was a large rock formation, a sort of geological formation that was shaped very clearly as a statue; a giant Titan lying on one side, stretched out on an enormous green bed. The rock seemed to be a sort of dividing line or point between the two sides of the island: the port side, which was picturesque and animated, where she had just come from; and the other, where she now was, on which the convent stood. This side was more rugged and wild, where nature ruled, the woods were inaccessible, capable of swallowing up houses and trees, and the paths were winding. This was where Elettra had seen the women in mourning clothes go, a handful of silent silhouettes with their eyes downcast, balancing baskets on their heads, until they were suddenly swallowed up by the winding streets that eventually led to this untamed area of shrubbery and isolation.

      Elettra smiled at the sleeping giant, the guardian of an island shrouded in mystery, then approached the convent. She rang the bell and noticed that the gate, which was flanked by two huge lemon trees, was half open and would let her in with a gentle push.

      Elettra walked through, straight to the cool of the cloister which suddenly re-energised her. It was nice to feel the fresh air on her back and to absorb the calm atmosphere that lingered amongst the columns surrounding the central courtyard. She gazed upwards as she walked along the portico, and stumbled over the uneven marble paving slabs more than once as the bread suddenly seemed to start pulsing like a living heart against the sides of her bag.

      Not now, thought Elettra, giving the bag a smack: she knew she seemed crazy, but these last few days had taught her that the line between the rational and the irrational is not always clear.

      Elettra kept an ear open for any sounds, a noise that would suggest she wasn’t alone in the cloister and courtyard – but any voice that the convent might possess seemed to be to shut off behind a series of closed doors that led off the cloister. One, however, was slightly open. Elettra moved closer but could detect no sign of life behind it, not even the swish of a nun’s habit.

      Looking back to the courtyard, something in one of its corners caught her eye: a patch of grass was adorned with blooming hydrangeas and lemon trees heavy with golden fruit. She felt as though her heart was in her mouth. There, in that very corner, stood the Saint.

      Elettra’s bag fell to the floor and her lips suddenly were dry. She felt an intense heat run over her skin, like a caress at the end of a tiring day. Breathing deeply, she clutched Edda’s necklace in her hand and picked up her bag. After all, it was Edda she was looking for; her history, their history.

      She pressed her clenched fist against her chest, reciting a prayer from memory, then slowly walked towards the Saint, her hand stretched out towards the statue.

      ‘You,’ she whispered gently as a waft of sweet, citrusy fragrance caressed her hair. Clara’s instruction to go to the island and the convent as soon as possible echoed in her head, and she knew this was where she was meant to be – almost as if destiny or some other hand had compelled her here. She felt as if she had been drawn to it with an inevitability, she and this place attracted like two magnets.

      ‘Can I help you?’ a voice suddenly called out.

      Elettra jumped, and quickly lowered her hand.

      She took a step backwards, clearing her throat. ‘Yes, I think so… to be honest, I was looking for the statue of the Saint,’ she stammered, wishing she could pull herself together. She tucked her hair behind her ears, but looked around with the air of someone who’s been caught stealing; her legs were shaking and her heart started beating hard.

      ‘I rang the bell when I arrived, but nobody answered so I came in. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude,’ she stuttered, flapping her hands. The woman before her merely shook her head and smiled the sweetest smile Elettra had ever seen, hypnotic and magical. Elettra’s heart rate slowed down a bit.

      ‘It’s no intrusion, really; anyone who wishes to pay homage to the Saint is welcome,’ the woman explained, walking up to the statue and brushing it with the tips of her fingers. Her voice was low and gentle, like the early morning mist on a distant horizon.

      Elettra studied the woman’s long golden-blonde hair, which was held back behind her ears with two hair grips and stood out against her simple lilac dress. She couldn’t have been much more than a couple of years older than Elettra, if that, but they looked like they came from completely different places in time. And yet, there was definitely something that drew her to the woman’s face, her eyes, her open, reassuring smile.

      ‘I’ve come a long way to get here,’ Elettra explained as the woman moved towards her, suddenly embarrassed to have shared the moment with a stranger.

      She looked Elettra up and down. ‘I guessed as much, you don’t look familiar. Where exactly are you from?’

      Elettra shook herself. ‘Not all that far in distance, to be honest, but it was quite a journey getting to the island,’ she replied, thinking back to her travels. ‘At one point I thought I would never make it.’

      ‘We all arrive where we are destined to go.’

      Elettra repeated those words under her breath, trying to memorise them; she was creating her own destiny, even though she had never felt ownership of it before. She felt the need to remind herself of it in this moment, even if the decision to set off on her journey had been prompted by Clara’s words. ‘Anyway, I’ll only be a few minutes, then I’ll leave the convent and the sisters in peace.’

      A slight blush coloured the cheeks of the woman next to her as she stretched out her arm and pointed to the surrounding cloister and doors. ‘There are no nuns here; you can stay as long as you want.’

      ‘But you…’

      ‘I’m not a nun,’ the woman replied with a flash of her white teeth.

      Elettra studied her carefully: she wasn’t wearing a traditional nun’s habit, but the woman’s lightness of step and modest dress had misled her. She looked her up and down, a puzzle to decipher.

      ‘Lea Coureau, it’s a pleasure to meet you,’ the woman introduced herself, holding out her hand to Elettra as if to dispel any uncertainty.

      Elettra shook it warmly. ‘Elettra Cavani,’ she replied, as the harsh voice of the woman from the town ran through her head. She squeezed Lea’s hand, pausing to study her further; there was something elusive about her eyes and heart-shaped lips. As Elettra met her gaze she became aware of something unsettled too, but the thought evaporated before she could put it into words.

      Suddenly there was a sharp noise from above – the crystalline sound of something shattering into pieces, which drew Elettra’s eyes to the windows on the upper floors; someone was up there. Elettra looked up and clearly saw a curtain closing; the smudge of a handprint left on the glass. She turned to ask Lea for an explanation, but the woman was walking off towards the columns that flanked the cloister; Elettra could hear the echo of her footsteps. Elettra was slightly shaken, but decided to make her offering to the Saint without further delay. She opened her bag with a decisive action and the cloister was suddenly full of the perfume of Edda’s baking.

      ‘Edda!’

      Elettra spun round.

      She had heard it distinctly, a voice had called her mother’s name. About to kneel at the feet of the Saint, she looked up again: all the windows were closed, she checked them one by one. The voice didn’t sound like it had belonged to Lea. I may be exhausted, but I’m not crazy, dammit, she told herself. Her eyes meticulously raked every inch of the courtyard and cloister, but it was no good. Everything seemed to be unchanged and in order, therefore opening the door to the unpleasant possibility that she’d imagined it. She mopped her forehead and rubbed her eyes. Could it all be in my head? she asked herself, looking at the bread wrapped in the white cloth. It had been a long and puzzling day, and she was afraid she might be losing her grip on reality. With her fists clenched against her thighs, she thought back to Clara’s words and her warnings about the journey. She would never be able to uncover the truth if she continued being frightened of things. She had come here to make her offering.

      She placed the bread at the feet of the Saint and bowed her head, with the prayer for new hope in her heart. She concentrated on the image of Edda, her lively smile. She knelt down on the chipped marble and, as Clara had suggested, prayed to the Saint to wake Edda from her coma, to heal her mother and herself. In front of that statue, in an old convent, on an island in the middle of the sea, she felt at ease for the first time, despite her tiredness and the propensity of her mind to play tricks on her. In that moment she felt much closer to Edda than she had felt when holding her hand during the past year.

      This island was having a strange effect on her, she told herself, but couldn’t continue with the thought. Lea had returned, and she could feel her powder blue eyes on her back. She stood up again, and felt compelled to ask: ‘Did you hear that noise?’

      Lea brushed some hair out of her face. ‘What noise?’

      Elettra looked upwards, pointing towards the closed windows that faced onto the cloister. And now what do I tell her? She’ll think I’m crazy, she thought. She gripped the handle of her bag so tightly that her fingers turned white. ‘I thought I heard a voice…’

      Lea shrugged her shoulders and rubbed her arms. ‘What kind of voice?’

      Elettra felt self-conscious. ‘I just thought I heard something… something smash, or maybe a voice. I’m tired. It could have been anything.’

      ‘The magic of the convent,’ Lea replied without batting an eyelid. ‘It seems like time doesn’t exist here, like you could sit on the edge of the pool and look at the water and wake up ten years later, just like that.’ She looked around the courtyard. ‘I’ve often had that sensation, but time never does seem to stop. It runs faster and faster, taking both tears and happy memories with it.’

      Lea’s voice was tinged with a touch of bitterness and only a faint trace of the smile that had lit up her face remained. Elettra nodded. She had placed one hand on a column and she could clearly feel the faint pulse of the building: the place was alive, an age-old lifeblood ran along and through its walls, the memory of things.

      ‘What brought you here?’ murmured Lea.

      Elettra glanced briefly at the woman and the empty bag, repressing a shiver; she had completely lost track of the time since entering the convent and the temperature was starting to drop. ‘I owed it to my mother,’ she replied instinctively.

      Lea looked at her curiously. ‘Is she particularly devoted to Saint Elizabeth?’

      ‘Yes, but it’s more than that. I have the feeling that my mother has some kind of connection with this place, but I’m not quite sure how to find out what it is.’

      ‘Why, does your mother have trouble with her memory?’ guessed Lea, lowering her voice, empathising with the pain she saw appear on Elettra’s face.

      Elettra felt overcome with emotion at this kindness and smiled at her gratefully. The idea of unburdening herself to someone was extremely tempting, and she reassured herself that if something went wrong, she would be going home within a fortnight and would never see the woman ever again. ‘My mother’s been in a coma for the last year,’ she whispered. That was always the hardest part, to think that the woman who had given her life was no longer the person she had fought with and loved. The blow felt harder every time, despite her efforts to hide it. ‘She had a stroke and I don’t think she’ll regain consciousness; the doctors aren’t optimistic.’

      Elettra shook her head, saddened and angered by a truth she no longer knew how to face, but Lea squeezed her hand tightly. She was just a stranger, but in that moment Elettra felt a familiarity, a sense of something that she had been missing. She felt both uncomfortable and embarrassed by it, and tried to pull her hand away but Lea spoke with a smile.

      ‘There’s no need to look for somewhere else. You can stay here if you like.’

      ‘But I…’

      ‘As long as you haven’t already booked somewhere in the port, of course.’

      ‘No, it wasn’t that,’ Elettra replied. ‘I wouldn’t want to disturb you at all.’

      ‘Don’t worry, it’s no trouble. The convent is deconsecrated and it belongs to me. There haven’t been any sisters here for years, so you can imagine that there are more rooms than I could possibly use myself.’ She gestured to the buildings around the cloister while Elettra tried to reorder the chaos of her mind. It had been liberating to speak without thinking, and without weighing up each word, but she still felt gripped by doubt, perpetually conflicted.

      ‘Stay here tonight,’ Lea repeated. ‘You’re exhausted, and it’s too late to go back to town now; the path down to the port is dangerous in the dark and it’s very easy to get lost,’ she added, pointing to the sky streaked with violet. Elettra’s gaze continued to move between Lea and the empty bag. The woman wasn’t wrong; the likelihood of getting lost in the dark was rapidly increasing. What she needed right now was a shower and some clean sheets: and this need momentarily quietened the fears and doubts in her mind.

      ‘If you’re worried about the price, you should know that I have absolutely no intention of asking you for money, and if you’re happy here with us you can stay as long as you want. All we’ll seek in return is a hand with the housework,’ Lea said.

      ‘Us?’ Elettra echoed.

      ‘Exactly. Two other women, Nicole and Dominique, have also lived here for the last couple of years; you could say that together we’re a little female community. We’re a family.’

      ‘But…’ she murmured, surprised.

      ‘Shall we go, then?’ Lea encouraged her. It was an offer that Elettra didn’t know how to refuse.

      ‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ Elettra gave in, stretching out her arm. She put her hand in Lea’s cool one, following in her footsteps.

      During the brief walk through the convent she couldn’t help noticing the rundown state of the structure: the marble paving was worn with use, the wooden window frames were blistered by the sun and overgrown creepers covered the façade. The walls inside were covered with the greenish traces of damp. There was even crumbled plaster lying in tiny piles around the edges of the rooms.

      The smell of mildew dogged their every step, but Lea didn’t seem to pay it any attention; she continued walking briskly along corridors, opening doors and changing direction until Elettra was completely disorientated. They crossed an unused wing and went through a small chapel that Lea said was still visited by elderly women in search of comfort. They went up a staircase to the first floor, and Lea explained that this was where the nuns used to live. The sight of the bare walls and the worn wooden doorframes surprised Elettra; she wasn’t used to such austerity and started to feel a little trapped and claustrophobic.

      Lea stopped in front of a closed door and pushed it open firmly.

      ‘Here we are,’ she said, holding it open for Elettra. ‘I always keep a room ready, just in case, but I’ll give you some clean sheets later, and some blankets in case you get cold in the night. As you can see, it’s not luxurious, but it is clean and neat.’ Elettra peered through the doorway and walked in; there was a table and chair, a small wardrobe and a bed directly below the window which had a view of the sea, and a crucifix to watch over her dreams. It was rather spartan, but it seemed clean and fairly comfortable.

      Elettra walked over to the window in search of the Titan rock she’d noticed during the day, but she couldn’t see it. It would have offered her some comfort.

      ‘You can’t see the port from here,’ Lea said. ‘The convent faces the other side of the island, the part I imagine you haven’t visited properly yet. In my opinion, it’s the better part, the real Titan’s Island,’ she added with a wink.

      Elettra ran her hands over the salt-crusted shutters, watching the dark silhouettes on the sea.

      ‘At least I can see the fishermen’s boats from here,’ Elettra replied, trying to hide her disappointment at not being able to see the statue and the lively port. It was so secluded around here and she felt a little unnerved. She looked curiously around her, searching the clean furnishings for some sign of the lives that had been spent between these walls. She put her bag on the table and her small suitcase by the door.

      ‘I noticed something strange today,’ Elettra continued, immediately catching Lea’s attention.

      ‘What?’

      ‘When I arrived I saw a line of women, dressed in mourning, walking in this direction. I don’t know who they were, and I thought they might be here but they’re not.’

      ‘Yes, they were coming to this side. The two sides of the island are very different, poles apart in so many ways.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Lea looked straight at her. ‘For example, there are no men here, but there are in the town.’

      ‘Why is that?’

      ‘It’s just the way it is.’

      ‘Why? There must be a reason,’ Elettra pressed her a little.

      Lea seemed to consider for a long time before answering. ‘It’s a long story that nobody likes to remember, because it’s caused a lot of pain and has led to the division between the people who live on either side of Titan.’ Lea turned away from her and clasped her hands impatiently.

      ‘I see,’ Elettra replied, sensing Lea’s reluctance to explain from her body language.

      Lea remained distant and rigid, her hands clenched tightly at her sides. It was clear that she didn’t appreciate Elettra’s curiosity about the islanders.

      Elettra looked away, seeking refuge in the panoramic view of the sea. But after a while she ventured to break the silence. ‘Did I say something wrong? If so, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.’

      Lea shook her head and cleared the clouds from her face with a smile. ‘Don’t worry, you didn’t say anything wrong,’ she reassured her. ‘Why don’t we go and find something to eat? I’m absolutely starving and I’d like to introduce you to the others.’ With that, she linked her arm with Elettra’s and guided her out of the room.
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