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      PLAYING SARDINES

      
      for Lorna Sage
      

      
      I bought the tin of sardines in Borough market, the gourmet-food version held on the site of the ordinary fruit and veg one
         on the third Saturday of every month. Portuguese sardines, that I picked out from the surrounding jars of ground pimento,
         heaps of chorizos, and plump-hipped bottles of white wine scrambled together on the lace-covered trestle table. I chose them
         simply because the tin they came in was foreign and beautiful: not oblong but oval, labelled in scarlet and yellow, with swirly
         blue lettering in Portuguese and a picture of a booted and sou’westered fisherman holding up a monster fish by its tail.
      

      
      The food sold in that market is all organic, farm-fresh, hand-reared and so forth, to show you what can be done if you take
         your eyes off the supermarket shelves for a second, but it is expensive. The pleasure of wandering between the stalls resides
         mainly in looking and marvelling. You don’t assume you’re going to buy anything, necessarily, though you accept all the free tastes you’re offered, shavings of Wensleydale or curls of honey-crackled
         ham. You hover over trays of smoked trout, imagine clotted cream and apricot jam sliding down your throat. You buy the Welsh
         goats’ cheeses, boxes of lamb’s lettuce from Herefordshire, and flasks of Somerset cider vinegar as occasional Sunday treats,
         or as birthday presents for your friends.
      

      
      Just looking at the food was enough, enjoying the prodigality and variety of what was on offer. It felt quite in order to
         select the sardines solely for the sake of their gaily-coloured tin and take them home to display on the kitchen shelf next
         to the packet of couscous illustrated by a palm tree and strip of beach, the two little pots of harissa flourishing red and
         green parrots, the Camembert boxes showing buxom farm-maids in flowery meadows tending to their cows, and the squat can of
         Spanish olive oil decorated with gold arabesques.
      

      
      My appreciation of pretty packaging went back to when I was young, and wanted real paintings on my walls but could not afford
         them, and did not dare assume I could paint them myself. I used to pick up scrap wooden fruit trays and cardboard boxes chucked
         down by the Saturday traders in Portobello Road, selecting the ones whose labels and stencilled lettering I liked best, cart
         them home to the damp cold-water flat I was illegally subletting in Powys Square from a housing-association tenant, reduce
         them down to single flat panels, and nail them up. They had been carefully designed, printed and put together, and I wanted
         to save them from going to waste. I cherished their beauty. They did not deserve to be thrown away.
      

      
      
      Likewise, one summer in Venice, when I was still young, and foolish too, I collected screwed-up and discarded orange-wrappers
         from behind the fruit stalls where they were cast along with the cabbage stalks and bruised plums rolling in confusion with
         all the other fascinating litter of coarse lettuce leaves and broken, juice-stained redcurrant punnets and rotten courgettes,
         until the corporation-men swept this booty into the rubbish-barge, or the nuns, scavenging indiscriminately for their soup-kitchens,
         scooped it up into their big wicker baskets, whoever got there first.
      

      
      In those days Italian oranges were jacketed in pale yellow tissue paper stamped with charming designs in two or three colours.
         Adam and Eve disported themselves among stags and unicorns; satyrs blew trumpets; volcanoes erupted; suns blazed among the
         stars. Uncrumpled, wrinkles patiently smoothed away with a fingertip, so that the delicate paper did not tear, flattened out
         back into the original gold-rimmed squares, then carefully ironed, the little sheets of pictures could subsequently be framed
         and packed in my suitcase. I couldn’t hang them up in the Contessa’s lowceilinged but chic garret. She would have thought
         they were out of place.
      

      
      I had married an architectural historian at rather short notice two months previously, after he had taken me to visit Italy
         for the first time, and had accompanied him back out to Venice, where he was compiling a catalogue of architectural drawings
         for a forthcoming exhibition. As a result of visiting so many famous villas and writing about their porticos, or their vaulting,
         or their colonnades, he had many grand acquaintances, which is why we were renting the attic flat at the top of the Contessa’s
         tall house in a narrow calle off the piazza of Santa Maria del Giglio, near San Marco. The architectural historian had a distinguished appearance; also
         he wore jackets of the finest herringbone tweed, trousers of the finest wool. All the lonely, bored contessas whose palazzi he visited loved the way he listened to them so intently, his head on one side and his fingertips pressed together. They
         invited him frequently to dinner and ran him about in their cars and lent him their summer houses on Capri.
      

      
      To save him money during the four-months trip, because I did not have a job out here and we were living on his salary and
         travel and research grants, we never went out to restaurants. I cooked at home. Twice a week a few fruit and vegetable stalls
         set up in the piazza under striped blue and white awnings, and on those days I was able to do some of the shopping here, sparing
         myself a long walk back from the big Rialto market lugging heavy bags of food, wine and water, which had then to be humped
         up five flights of slippery marble stairs. It was the season of the aftermath of the Chernobyl disaster. Carabinieri patrolled the street markets enforcing the putting-up of posters warning the populace to be careful what they ate, but I
         bought oranges and picked up the orange-wrappers regardless. They were too appealing to waste.
      

      
      I was a collector of art brut in self-defence. I needed a tiny space of esoteric information that was exclusively mine, in order not to feel crushed by
         my inadequacies. The architectural historian was a renowned expert on the theory and practice of Renaissance building. When
         he took me out sightseeing he would linger for hours in cold churches (Renaissance churches only – I was discouraged from
         admiring the medieval or the baroque) in order to make ground-breaking discoveries: that a particular tomb might have been designed by Sansovino; that the style of a particular
         capital matched the details of one in a drawing by Palladio. Then he would disappear for days into the state archive near
         San Rocco to unearth the supporting documents.
      

      
      In the face of this intimidating sharp-eyed expertise, I hastily learned to appreciate Renaissance notions of the beautiful,
         based on order, harmony and proportion, and to know my cornices from my architraves. At the same time I refined my connoisseur-ship
         as a collector of rubbish. I walked through Venice with my gaze swivelling down as well as round and up: I could spot an interesting
         brown-paper bag, patterned with motifs of meringues and brioches, discarded outside a pasticceria, at twenty paces; I could penetrate at a single glance the bulky sacks of refuse toppling on the side of the fondamenta outside houses that were being done up, and know instantly whether or not it was worth sneaking back later to rootle through
         them for fragments of old tile or scraps of carved and gilded wood.
      

      
      After two months in Venice, I had absorbed so much information about different ways of turning corners with pilasters, or
         methods of tucking farm buildings behind the wings of villas, that I was a less amusing companion than I’d been at the beginning
         of our marriage. My initial patina of naïve charm was wearing off. So new women, desperate to learn about architecture, began
         popping up, like capitals and tombs, each one more intriguing and appealing than her predecessor, in the archive, the university
         library, the superintendenza’s office, or simply in the bar where my husband drank his morning cappuccino, and he felt obliged to pursue each fresh and delicious object of desire with all the single-minded passion of which a true scholar is capable. Long
         visits to churches would ensue. Then he’d return to our garret flat for lunch, accompanied by the latest wounded bird, who
         needed the friendship of a strong woman like me.
      

      
      I might have been strong but I was also unsatisfactory. I walked around the flat barefoot; I didn’t bother wearing makeup
         because it melted off in the heat; I drank more wine than a decorous signora should; my clothes were not elegant; and I had been caught mopping up the sauce on my plate with a piece of bread stuck on
         the end of my fork. If you had to mop, my husband explained, then fingers were better than forks. But it was better not to
         mop at all, certainly at dinner parties, and it was also better not so often to accept second helpings.
      

      
      It was in Italy that I first ate fresh sardines. Before that, in England, they’d come in tins, oblong ones, complete with
         keys. The key had a slit in its tail which corresponded with a flap of metal welded on to the underneath of the tin, at one
         end. You inserted metal tongue into key slit, gave the key one quick initial twist, flipping the tongue to bend over, the
         parts to catch and fit, until they gripped well together, without sliding away separate again; and then to unpeel the lid
         you turned the key, travelling it across from one ridged silvery end to the other, rolling up a long section of tin as you
         went. The opener cut along parallel to the tin’s edge, most pleasingly, as your fingers worked it. The dangerously sharp-edged
         strip of metal finished up wound neatly on to your little implement, and the opened rectangular gap revealed the sardines,
         blackish blocks minus heads and tails, intimately packed in together under a quilt of oil. You ate them mashed on buttered toast, having first lifted out, on a knife-tip, their stretches
         of knuckled spine like decayed zips.
      

      
      Often, however, the key slipped on the tin’s tongue half-way and its mouth refused fully to open, or the key would not engage,
         or got stuck, or broke off before you’d even properly begun, and then the frustration was extreme, and all you could do, grumpy
         and hungry, was hurl the tin away into the rubbish.
      

      
      Fresh sardines I discovered at a neo-Palladian villa in the Veneto. We had been invited for dinner so that my husband could
         inspect our host’s archive, in his pursuit of certain sixteenth-century documents relating to an attribution he was currently
         working on, and also the fine collection of antiquarian books that had been built up by the family over the centuries. Our
         aristocratic patron, who was related to our landlady in Venice, was an elderly bachelor who lived alone. Most of the villa
         was shut up, he explained on the telephone, to save money on heating, but nonetheless we were very welcome and he would do
         his best to give us something half-way decent to eat. We were to take the little local train, and then a taxi from the village,
         which he would order for us, and he would expect us at seven o’clock.
      

      
      I had by now visited most of Palladio’s villas, even the ones not open to the public. Some were lived in by rich people, and
         had been sumptuously restored; others got by as best they might. One, for example, was currently a lamp and striplight shop
         jostled by the factories and bleak housing of an industrial zone, its farm and gardens long gone; another, encroached on by
         rolling fields of towering maize, was furnished with nothing but iron bedsteads in its shabby, vast rooms, and had chickens pecking about over its tessellated floors. Our host’s villa, having been built fifty
         years too late, and being somewhat over-ornate, lacked the austere grace of the true, original Palladian style, and so my
         husband did not bother hovering about too long outside admiring its façade. He contented himself with pointing out the number
         of columns cluttering up the loggia on the top storey, and the slightly awkward sweep of the stable block.
      

      
      Our host turned out to live in the right-hand wing, opposite the stables, in a lofty-ceilinged and frescoed interior which
         was stuffed with decaying antique furniture and gloomily lit by gilt chandeliers. In between the painted panels hung worn
         tapestries and the heads of dead animals. On arrival we had deposited our coats in a marble-floored vestibule off the imposing
         circular entrance hall, and now we followed the young black-haired retainer, dressed in a peculiar, tight-fitting brown jacket,
         who had opened the door to us, through three interconnecting saloons, each one darker and chillier than the last.
      

      
      Our host was finally run to earth in a shadowy drawing-room, whose shutters, he explained, were kept closed to stop the sun
         fading the carpets by day and the mosquitoes entering by night. He was a small man wearing brown shoes that gleamed in the
         twilight. Like my husband, he was faultlessly dressed in an immaculately cut suit. He kissed my hand, pretending not to notice
         the short black denim skirt and long-sleeved striped Breton T-shirt I was wearing, which had caused my husband such grief
         five minutes ago when he realized what I had on under my raincoat.
      

      
      
      – A very simple dinner, our host warned us: you’ll have to understand, an old bachelor like me, I’m not used to entertaining.
         I hope you’ll make allowances for the primitive fare I’ll be offering you.
      

      
      We were not the only guests. In my husband’s honour our host had also invited the director of the local museum, and one of
         his curators, who specialized in Renaissance ivories and faience. She was slender, and very smartly dressed in a calf-length
         pleated green silk dress with silver and diamanté buttons. Her nails were painted pale pink, her hair subtly blonded and swept
         up in a chignon, her face expertly made up. Her feet were expensively shod in crocodile. She had a sweet, vulnerable look,
         and I saw my husband spot this and smile encouragingly at her.
      

      
      The introductions made, the sips of prosecco taken, the Japanese crackers nibbled, we were ushered through double doors into the dining-room. The table bristled with
         elaborate settings: arrays of cut-glass goblets and frilly-edged white porcelain plates, ranks of silver cutlery, two tall
         candelabra, and mounds of enormous starched white napkins. How sensible these were: you could wrap them around yourself, like
         the towels hairdressers swathed you in before they brandished the scissors, and then you did not splash embarrassing drips
         of pastaciutta sauce down your chin or front. I lifted and shook out my vast linen bib and tucked it into the neck of my T-shirt. I hastily
         untucked it again, lowered it, and smoothed it over my lap, as all the others were doing, as soon as I saw my husband glare
         at me. I glared back, and he turned his head and began to talk to the well-groomed blonde lady, who was sitting next to him.
      

      
      
      I cheered up when I was given a small glass of pale gold wine. A white-gloved hand came from behind me and poured from a decanter.
         I had not seen white gloves since my convent-school days. I twisted round in my delicate eighteenth-century dining-chair and
         glanced at the owner of the hand. I had never seen a man in white gloves in my entire life. This one was the young retainer
         with curly black hair who had shown us in earlier. He still wore his tightly buttoned brown jacket, that I now saw simulated
         a livery of some kind, but to serve the dinner he had added the white gloves and a white cloth folded over one arm. He smiled
         at me as he tilted out the wine without spilling a single drop, then twisted his wrist and spun the decanter away.
      

      
      Dinner began with pappardelle in hare sauce, the wide noodles delicate and light as could be. I was impressed with our host’s skill. Next came the sardines,
         much longer and fatter than they looked when tinned, resplendent and blackly shining on a big antique majolica plate. I speculated
         as to whether our host had a special fondness for the south, for he had cooked the sardines alla siciliana, stuffed with chopped sultanas, anchovies, black olives, and garlic, a sliver or two of lemon peel, and some minced parsley,
         a soupçon of mint. They had been brushed with olive oil and then grilled. I ate my portion of delicious scented fish as slowly as possible,
         trying to work out the recipe, wondering whether it was the same as the one given in Alda Boni’s compendium Il Talismano della Felicità.
      

      
      I used to read this cookery book at night, after my husband had fallen asleep, savouring its poetry, its precise vocabulary.
         Recipes were indeed like poems, compact with carefully chosen words. You were supposed not to overdo it, not to stuff in too many words, too many ingredients. Subtlety and finesse mattered; you
         left out anything that wasn’t strictly necessary. Change the ingredients, just a couple, and one regional dish slipped into
         the version made in the village next door, the village on the other side of the hill.
      

      
      There were various ways, for example, of making lamb stew with white haricot beans, tomatoes, and white wine; it all depended
         on which part of Tuscany your mother had come from, what the source of her particular recipe was, and whether or not she included
         rosemary. Italian cooking was not indiscriminate: you never threw black pepper into your ragù just because you felt like it; you included it only if the recipe traditionally called for it. I, who had prided myself in
         my art-school days on my Bolognese sauce made with whatever I could find in the cupboard, now learned to simmer the best beef
         and tomatoes and onions with good red wine and proper meat stock, to adjust its fragrance with a clove or two, some salt but
         no black pepper or garlic, to finish it, after a couple of hours, with a ladleful of cream, and never, under any circumstances
         whatsoever, to let the green peppers so beloved of student cooks in the early seventies anywhere near it.
      

      
      These musings got me through the rest of the excellent and elaborate dinner over whose preparation our host must have toiled
         all day. Boiled meats with mostarda pickles, then a green salad of mixed wild leaves spiced with rocket, then cheese, and finally cold caramelized rice cake
         flavoured with nutmeg, lemon and cinnamon.
      

      
      
      I couldn’t have drunk too much even if I’d tried. The decanter appeared briefly with each successive dish, then vanished.
         Half a small glass of wine at the beginning of each course, for me, served by the smiling footman, and one glass apiece, lasting
         the whole of dinner, for my four companions. They did not discuss what they ate, which would have been, I had learned by now,
         bad manners; they were embroiled in a passionate and complex discussion of architecture that I couldn’t join in. My Italian
         was not yet good enough.
      

      
      Quite soon, in any case, my husband shifted his exclusive attention to the blonde signorina. He bent his head towards her and looked at her from under his eyelashes. He listened very attentively to her as she spoke,
         as though they were the only two people in the whole of creation. She appeared to be telling him all about the villa’s beautiful
         gardens, and the shell-studded eighteenth-century grotto which had recently been opened up at their far end. Completely out
         of my husband’s period, of course, which was why our host had been too modest to mention it. My husband murmured excitedly
         and intimately. The signorina glanced at him shyly. As soon as we had finished our coffee, served in tiny espresso cups, he led her from the room, explaining
         gaily over his shoulder that he simply had to go and see the grotto before it grew too dark to appreciate it properly.
      

      
      The rest of us lingered on at table, drinking more coffee, then toying with thimbles of grappa and amaro. Half an hour passed. I made stilted conversation about the beauties of Venetian painting and architecture. Fired, finally,
         by the grappa, which I knew ladies were not supposed to drink, I expatiated on the talents of Tiepolo and Titian, the purity of Palladio, the sensitive severity of Sansovino. My two companions, somewhat embarrassed by my eloquence,
         let alone by my husband’s prolonged absence from the party, began yawning discreetly and glancing at their watches. The last
         train back to Venice left quite early, and we had not yet been shown the library and our host’s collection of incunabula,
         which was supposedly the whole purpose of our visit.
      

      
      I got up and excused myself, muttering something about wanting to go and admire the stables. My host stood up and bowed, waved
         a courteous hand.
      

      
      – Please. Wander wherever you like. We shall go and begin to look at the books in the library.

      
      I wanted the lavatory, but was too timid to ask for it. I presumed it was one of those words not spoken in polite dining-rooms.
         I hurried out, and circled the suite of saloons several times, avoiding the now-empty dining-room and what I guessed must
         be the library, backing away every time I approached the tall, double wooden doors and heard the men’s voices behind. I looped
         back and forth, constantly returning to the circular entrance hall. Six sets of doors opened off it. It was just a question
         of choosing correctly. All the doors looked identically handsome, rather forbidding; you couldn’t tell what was concealed
         behind them.
      

      
      I caught a whiff of sardine and turned round to peer into a dark corner behind the wide stone staircase. Ahead of me was a
         single, narrow door which I guessed might give on to the kitchen. I pushed it open, went down a short corridor, opened another
         door, and entered a cave of heat and commotion.
      

      
      
      In here the blackened, vaulted walls were hung with copper pans and cake moulds like big rosy-gold blooms. A radio babbled
         in one corner. Around a wide old sink thronged at least half a dozen aproned women. They were busy washing up amidst clouds
         of steam, clattering dishes and saucepans, all energetically talking at once in deep contralto voices as they scoured and
         wiped.
      

      
      The kitchen opera ceased as I came in. The women all spun round and looked at me in a considering way. They showed no surprise
         at my abrupt entry. They seemed to have comprehended immediately that I was one of the dinner guests. Now, their affable faces
         told me, I was their guest also, and they were waiting to see how they could offer me hospitality.
      

      
      – Mi dispiace di disturbarvi … ma … il gabinetto, per favore? I tried: WC?
      

      
      The young footman with curly black hair had thrown his brown jacket over the back of his wooden chair. He was wearing a white,
         short-sleeved T-shirt. When he pushed away his empty plate and sprang up from the table, I saw that he was wearing jeans,
         and sneakers just like mine. The large flat dish in front of him held a second lot of sardines, a discreet orgy of fish beautifully
         arranged head to tail, their shining silver-black skins scattered with parsley and garnished with slices of lemon.
      

      
      Now I realized that it was of course this team of sturdy women, presumably recruited from the local village, who had spent
         their time preparing and cooking all the delicacies we had eaten earlier on, not our host with his manicured politeness and
         his trousers falling in exquisite pleats over his well-polished shoes. How foolish I was not to have understood sooner.
      

      
      
      I fished up my best Italian. I thanked the smiling ladies for dinner. I complimented them clumsily but sincerely on the excellence
         of their cooking, particularly on their way with sardines. I apologized for disturbing their supper.
      

      
      They exclaimed and scoffed at this. They were not yet ready to sit down and eat, not until they had finished all the clearing-up.
         In the meantime, Federico could show me to where I needed to go. They waved me off and turned back to their work.
      

      
      The young man, armed by the cooks with a basket containing a clean towel, a bar of soap, and a bottle of eau-de-Cologne, escorted
         me up two flights of stairs without fuss. He opened a door and arranged the contents of his basket on the washstand within,
         made sure there was a brush and comb to hand, and showed me how to flush the antique cistern. He closed the door, waited for
         me to emerge, then showed me downstairs again. Our sneakers squeaked on the stone steps as we trampled past the masks of foxes
         and hares.
      

      
      In the hall he paused. He spoke slowly so that I would understand.

      
      – Would you like a cigarette?

      
      We went out through a small side door into pitch blackness. I stumbled, and Federico caught my arm. He steered me over cobbles,
         round a corner. Now a lantern gleamed from its hook on a post, and we were approaching the kitchen from the yard. Under the
         lighted window a bench stood on the gravel, flanked by pots of bay and flowering oleander. The pale blossoms glimmered in
         the darkness. The air was warm on my neck and face. It smelt aromatic, as though cedars grew nearby.
      

      
      
      We sat in silence for a while, smoking the ferocious cigarettes Federico produced from his jeans pocket. Then he pointed towards
         the low wall of the yard, the semi-invisible garden beyond.
      

      
      – That’s the terrace, over there, you can just see the statues along the balustrade, and below that the steps leading to the
         cypress walk. Your husband is down there somewhere, with the blonde lady.
      

      
      – I know, I said.

      
      Federico shrugged.

      
      I didn’t know how to explain I had stopped minding. Instead I asked Federico if he was related to the women in the kitchen.

      
      – My mother, he said: and her sisters-in-law. My aunts by marriage.

      
      His father’s family, he told me, was from the south. Life being so difficult down there, his father had come north to find
         work, as a young man, had married a northern girl, had stayed. So Federico’s mother had learned to cook certain southern dishes,
         to remind her husband of home. Like the stuffed and grilled sardines, which had become one of her specialities, and which
         were now a favourite with our host.
      

      
      My marriage had been a version of coming north, I thought. My husband had seemed so glamorous at first.

      
      I felt like crying, and took a deep drag on my cigarette, to stop myself.

      
      – I thought I’d fallen in love with my husband, I said to Federico: but of course it was Italy I’d really fallen in love with,
         not him at all.
      

      
      I thought I’d better change the subject, in case I did indeed start crying.

      
      
      – In England, I said: in my childhood, we used to play a game called sardines.

      
      I wished I could speak Italian well enough to describe it, as a way of trying to thank him for his company, and for the cigarettes.
         I wanted to convey how the house was plunged into darkness and so transformed into a mysterious new landscape, how the point
         of the game was hiding yourself, in an impossible place no one normally ever went to or would ever dream of finding you in,
         and then waiting for someone to discover you. Of course you hoped it would be the person you loved the most, the person in
         whose presence you were speechless and clumsy and weak at the knees. You dreamed how he would approach you in the darkness,
         unsure whether you were really there or not, how he would stand still, and listen for your breathing, sniffing you, but not
         touching you, and the air between your skin and his would grow warm then ignite with your longing. Perhaps, still saying nothing,
         he would stretch out a hand and trace with his finger the outline of your face and guess your identity. Perhaps you would
         kiss and caress each other, your hands plunging under the layers of your clothes to find the warm reality underneath. Then,
         if you were unlucky, all too soon, one by one, the others would find you, and pile in, giggling and whispering, which was
         when the game became truly sardines. But the best was to be the first two sardines alone in the dark and not speaking and
         just beginning to dare to touch.
      

      
      We smoked a final cigarette and then Federico went back to the kitchen, and to his supper, and I returned to the library and
         to the incunabula session. Afterwards the blonde lady drove us back to the village just in time for us to catch the last train
         back to Venice.
      

      
      
      Shortly afterwards I returned to London and to the single life. I was penniless and homeless all over again, but at least
         my suitcase was full of art brut, cookery books and drawings, and my imagination crammed with ideas for all the paintings I wanted to make. Prowling Portobello
         Road once more, on the lookout for interesting junk, I was intrigued to perceive how the neo-classical architecture of the
         Notting Hill streets sprang freshly alive at me now that I knew the names of all the different parts of the houses and could
         recite those classifications, that poetry.
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