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Her hands working the dough, that's how I
always think of her. Her long, strong fingers coaxing the dough
into life, giving it the ability to swell and blossom in the oven.
The first time I saw her hands at work in the kitchen I knew,
instinctively, that her touch would be firm and sensitive.

Matilda's touch changed my life, but she led
me to that touch slowly. She overcame my reluctance for human
contact through an undemanding friendship, gentle and pure, and
then she led me further.

It was 1961. I had just turned eighteen. My
mother had sent me away from London to Fawcett-McLaughlin's—a
finishing school for young ladies—after the trouble at home. She
had taken sides against me with her latest boyfriend, Jack. He was
one of several, since my father had left us when I was fourteen.
She didn't really have time for a boyfriend—she was one of a rare
breed in those days, a career woman.

Jack wasn't much older than me and acted
even younger. He was wily and slick, with a nasty streak that he
never showed when my mother was around. The trouble came when he
started picking on me, teasing me for being such a tomboy and not
having a boyfriend. I called him a spiv when he called me a scruffy
tart. My mother walked into the kitchen just as I flicked a
spoonful of porridge over his smarmy face, assumed I was having a
tantrum for no good reason, and packed me off to the school for the
summer.

Jack would soon be gone, I knew that, and I
was bound for Art College in the autumn, but my mother's actions
hurt. It was my last summer at home, and she had sent me away
because she didn't know how else to deal with the predicament. I
felt ugly. I felt betrayed. I traveled the length of the country in
silence, sat in the taxi from the station and looked at the dreary
gray school building feeling numb and indifferent toward it. I
sighed and wondered why life had given me so many things that were
beyond my control.

It wasn't a finishing school of the fancy
type one might read about in Switzerland or on the French Riviera.
It was on the Northeast coast of Yorkshire, England's bracing
coast. Bleak and desolate for the most part, often gusty even in
summertime, but with an eerie, gaunt beauty nonetheless.
Fawcett-McLaughlin's was named after the two prim proprietors and
was set in a decrepit old manor house with rambling gardens. Even
in the early 1960s, it had that dusty post-war feeling of make-do
about it. Alas, the same could be said of the prevailing
attitude.

The other girls were mostly middle-class,
their parents aspiring to make something special of their
daughters. They sent them off for the summer to be taught how to
act like a lady, how to run a home properly, and how to use a
typewriter—the latter in case the requisite husband didn't appear
and they had to support themselves. The 1960s had only just begun,
but mercifully they were under way.

Arabella Fawcett, the senior tutor, soon
realized my typing wasn't improving with any great haste. She
called me to her room, where I had been deposited by the glum taxi
driver two days earlier, and offered me some tea.

"Sally, dearest, are you settling in?" She
gave a plump approving smile when I nodded. There seemed little
point in saying otherwise or complaining about the lumpy dormitory
bed.

"That's good. We like our girls to feel at
home. But typing isn't really your strong point is it, Sally?"

I struggled with the urge to respond with
monosyllabic answers. I had barely uttered a complete sentence
since I'd left Ealing.

"I gave it up for woodwork at school," I
managed.

She frowned, fingering the ruffle on her
fuchsia blouse.

"They might let young ladies do things like
that in London," she didn't look convinced, "but we don't, here at
Fawcett-McLaughlin's."

I sighed. At least in the typing class, I
had avoided communicating with the other girls. They had divided
into cliques and were well ahead of the new girl in the set
exercises. I didn't mind feeling like an outsider; it seemed
easiest. Truth be told, I was still smarting from my mother's
rejection.

"Don't worry, pet." She leaned forward and
patted my knee. "Typing isn't the most important thing in
life."

Well thank God for that, I thought. I hated
it. I looked at the window behind Arabella's head. I wanted to be
outside. I let my mind wander to some old wartime posters Mum had
kept, recruiting women into the factories and fields. Mum was an
illustrator and had designed some of the most famous land-worker
images. Strong, proud women, working in the fields and mending
tractors.

"Cookery is a much more important skill to
learn," Arabella announced, and beamed at me, benevolently.

My heart sank. I noticed then how violently
her sticky coral lipstick clashed with the pink blouse.

"We have a very good cook here, from Norway,
and she can teach you."

Apparently, there wasn't a lot I could do
about it. I had never cooked, but I did enjoy food, not that my
scrawny under-developed frame attested to it. I was resigned to go
along with whatever others decided on my behalf; little did I know
that my apathy was soon to be forgotten in the meeting that was to
follow.

Arabella picked up her ornate telephone,
asked her secretary to send Matilda up, and then munched her way
through a round of Highland Shortbread while we waited.

I looked at the Norwegian girl with
curiosity when she entered the room. She was probably only a year
or two older than me, tall, with pale blonde hair tied at the back
of her neck. She had clear blue eyes, broad cheekbones and a
strong, attractive face. She looked back, her glance taking me in
from head to foot, very quickly. It was a blatant appraisal, and it
triggered some strange yet delicious response inside me. Heat rose
in my cheeks. She gave a slight smile but didn't say anything and
then looked at Arabella for instructions.

"Sally is eager to join in with your baking,
Matilda," she said, over the edge of her shallow bone china teacup.
The girl looked back at me, as if waiting for me to say
something.

"Miss Fawcett recommends your class," I
said, unsure what was required of me. The girl smiled, as if to
herself, still staring at me. Arabella shuffled, crossing her legs
at the ankles.

"Not so much of a class, as personal
tutoring."

Arabella was mistress of the euphemism—what
she meant was that I would be helping out in the kitchens. As it
turned out, I couldn't have been happier that my mother was paying
for this privilege.

"Tilly is very quiet," Arabella added,
lowering her voice and leaning forward conspiratorially. "She came
from Norway for a few weeks and then stayed with us this past
year."

I realized she was still talking about the
girl she called Matilda, though she had shortened her name and
lowered her voice, as if the foreigner wouldn't understand what she
was saying. Perhaps she didn't understand, I thought. I realized
then that she hadn't spoken. I looked at the girl again and saw
that she was waiting for me to make a move, so I stood up. Arabella
nodded her goodbyes. Matilda led the way from the room and I
followed her down the big staircase to the ground floor, my
curiosity already beginning to lift my woebegone spirits.

The kitchens were extensive and maze-like,
with many disused anterooms where old pans and equipment cluttered
the surfaces. They were in a distant wing, far from the main school
rooms. Only the faint sounds of laughter, chatter, and badly played
piano followed us. Matilda worked in a long, narrow room with a
tall window at one end. It was painted creamy magnolia and a dull
pale green. A huge range and two deep ceramic sinks were set into
heavy wooden work surfaces down one wall. The opposite wall was
lined with shelves of utensils that rattled and chimed when we
walked up and down the narrow central aisle.

Matilda waved me in, smiling secretly. I
assumed she didn't speak much English, or wasn't confident with it.
She didn't seem to need it, though, for she spoke to me in other
ways. She passed me dishes and indicated where I should set them
up. I was immediately at ease in her company; she accepted me into
her space without reserve, and began to involve me in wonderfully
simple and fulfilling tasks. I soon realized that all the bread and
pastries—pretty much the only edible thing on the school menu—were
baked by Matilda.

She was beautiful, elegant and proficient,
and she intrigued me; I watched her every move. She pointed up at a
set of scales, and when I couldn't quite reach, she gave a quiet
chuckle and stepped behind me, close against me as she reached up
for the heavy brass contraption. Her body seemed to nestle mine; I
closed my eyes when her presence all but totally embraced me. She
smelled of baking and something else: lemon zest, fresh and tangy.
When she exclaimed suddenly, I caught the eight-ounce weight that
slid down in front of me, and joined in with her chuckles.

I watched mesmerized, as she lovingly gave
the bread life. I felt warm and alive when I was with her. Her
hands rode the dough back and forth, her fingers flexing as she
pressed the ball of her hand into it. She altered her supple touch
in response to the dough; it was her strong sensuality I was
witnessing and absorbing then, only I did not realize that until
years later. She hummed quietly when she worked, a half-smile
hovering around her broad mouth as she glanced at me from under her
eyelids. I liked being with her. She didn't seem to expect much of
me, but at the same time, she seemed to enjoy having me there.

When she looked up at the loaf tins that
first day, I reached for them, trying to guess her needs. She
nodded, smiling, and then grew serious when I rubbed briefly at the
tension in my neck. She laid a floury hand against the knot of
muscles at the base of my neck and pressed into my collarbone. I
flinched; it was painful because so much tension had gathered there
during the previous weeks at home. She gave a tutting sound against
the roof of her mouth and gently kneaded the muscle, as if I were
dough. It felt strange, but good. Just as a quiet groan escaped me,
she stopped, and turned to roll the dough into the loaf tins. She
rested them on top of the range, covering them with a gingham
cloth. Then, dusting her hands off, she crooked her finger at me
and led me from the kitchen.

She took me to a small attic room that
housed a patchwork-quilt covered bed, a set of drawers, a chenille
rug, a plain dressing screen and little else. She turned to me as I
shut the door behind us and lay her hand on the bed. I smiled,
nervous, but also intensely curious. She guided me to sit on the
edge of the bed. She seemed able to show me how to move without
pushing or saying anything, and I found her actions intriguing.

She touched my shoulders and then moved her
fingers, indicating that she was going to massage me. I stretched
out, face down, as directed. She undid the back of my dress and
began to stroke and knead my back across the shoulder blades and up
the column of my neck. I was distracted
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