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Chapter 15

Hijinks at the Arts Colony 


The pall of gloom that had lingered over dinner the night before had not dissipated by breakfast at 9 o'clock the next morning.  O'Higgins, oblivious to the frigid silence engulfing protégé and wife, took full advantage of the opportunity to deliver himself of an extraordinary quantity, even for himself, of blarney. Not doubt he wished to lay to rest the last remnants of skepticism concerning the sincerity of his benevolence. 


Cloaked in an austere posture of disdain, Oswald, after contributing a few inappropriate comments, maintained a condescending silence which was more than welcome as long as he kept his mouth shut.  Riccardo left the breakfast table early. He quickly reached his studio. Inside, he barricaded himself both physically and mentally, submerging his internal commotion by a frenzied show of work.


It may be appropriate here to say a few words about the quality of the painting that Riccardo was able to produce at the Ferdinand O' Higgins Center for the Creative Arts in Ireland. They may aid in dispelling certain indestructible myths which, since they have the authority of centuries, see so much that is positive and so little that is negative in artistic patronage.  In the initial period after his installation at Eagle's  Nest, Riccardo DeGiorgio produced a large quantity of ink drawings of middling worth,  partly from a sense of obligation to the O'Higginses for  subsidizing his "right to work", partly because he had,  under more difficult circumstances, contemplated many projects which, in his new freedom, he wanted to realize all at once . 


This tidal wave of ambitious yet disorganized activity soon slacked off. As the other members of the O'Higgins household did not begin their day's activities before eleven, Riccardo gradually became habituated to doing the same.  The two hour breakfast with Ferdinand O'Higgins which began at 9, educational as it may have been,  drained his spirits sufficiently that it took Riccardo an  hour or more  to recover the energy required for painting. During this interim he might take walks about the countryside, read the newspapers, browse through a novel, even go back to sleep. 


Or it might happen that he would make a  great  show of work, throwing himself with excessive if hollow passion into re-arranging his studio,  cleaning brushes, sweeping the floor, or writing letters.  It was not unknown , also, that at least part  of this time  could be wasted sitting on the edge of the cot, rocking slowly   back and forth in a state of depression narrowly close , if not quite equivalent to, despair.   


After he'd lived at Eagle’s Nest two months, it was a rare day indeed in which Riccardo could hope to be ready for work before 2. Uninterrupted he could work steadily until 5; five PM being the time for most people at which the normal workday ends.

 Oppressed by the knowledge that that by the end of a conventional work day he could point to only two or three hours of constructive activity Riccardo would frequently become overwhelmed by his sense of failure. The coming-on of evening, coupled with the   conviction that his life was going nowhere, could bring on a nervous depression that hindered him from doing very much until supper at 7, the official dinner time up at the main building on the estate, O'Higgins' prized ranch house.       

These occasions, which he felt under an obligation to join, were ordeals several times worse than those of the morning breakfast. Once in awhile Riccardo was able to get out of putting in an appearance, but it would have been evidence of excessive ingratitude had he stayed away for more than a few days in the week. Invariably a day's communion with his own mind had  opened up vistas in O'Higgins' master plan for the human race that he'd not realized were in it . Nor was it possible to get back to work after dinner, owing to the intense  socializing which began around 9 and went on to  midnight and beyond.       


The pattern varied from day to day, often considerably, in both positive and negative directions: this is only an indication of what might be considered typical. However it was exceptional when Riccardo was able to achieve more than two hours of creative work in a day. Periodically he felt compelled to run away, heading off to Cork or even Dublin. Though he might linger for a few days in these towns, he always returned, determined to give the Ferdinand O'Higgins Foundation for the Creative Arts in Ireland another chance. 


When he wasn't painting he could be thinking about what he intended to do; and it also true that a mere two hours, day after day, of applied creative effort, can bear positive fruit.  Riccardo could point to a number of interesting sketches he’d turned out under the patronage of the O'Higginses. Yet  even  the very  best of his   work from this period bears the marks of the  paralysis by the demoralizing pressures imposed upon him by  his situation: the Gothic family up in the big ranch house, their absurd and predictable games;  the near-total isolation from any other form of society; the evening crowd which, with few exceptions,  he loathed; his sense of painting to the  four walls; the deprivation of his personal sexual needs, not  so pressing at that time but certainly, for a foreigner, unsatisfiable in the provincial heartland of Ireland ;  his inability to concentrate on what he was doing on account of numerous petty distractions and demands on his  energy and time. His painting became spiritless, lifeless, abounding in quick solutions, in   facility for its own sake. Everything he did showed a disinclination to undertake any effort, any strain, to commit himself to a substantial message or idea, to put heart and soul into any venture.


Deirdre O'Conor arrived that evening shortly after dinner. Accompanying her were a dozen or so friends from the theatrical merry-go-round of London's West End.  Judy Wilcox's life-long training  in the art of concealing one's emotions did her real service in this instance, with the result  that she fulfilled her obligations as  hostess  admirably , if with an chilliness  that would have been apparent to anyone with tact. Deirdre was quick to make herself right at home; she may have been as tactful as the next person, but she was not going to let it interfere with her larger objective. 

Among her friends were a prominent theatre critic, a playwright, 

the playwright’s wife (something of a television personality in her own right), and a minor film star in his 60’s, an alcoholic.  

Ferdinand conducted  them ceremoniously into the parlour where, in the  florid rhetoric they'd become accustomed to imbibe  from him so often over the years, he introduced them to his one-man Renaissance, artist-in- residence, Riccardo DeGiorgio. Having gotten the introductions out of the way, they seated themselves on the chairs and couches for a long evening of sloshing of drinks and    insipid palaver.       


Despite his impressive revolutionary credentials, Riccardo had yet to free himself from his early socialization and rid himself of the tendency of regarding established writers and critics with respect or taking their ideas seriously. It was no doubt because of this lapse in maturity that he committed the blunder of trying to open up a conversation with the prominent critic about things being done in contemporary  Italian poets, by authors some of whom he knew personally.


The critic was quick to put him in his place. Not only didn't he know, or want to know, anything about contemporary Italian poetry, he knew next to nothing about poetry, plain and simple; nor was he interested in learning about anything in literature beyond what he was paid to know. Giving Riccardo to understand that shop talk was a bore, he set up a conspiracy with the others to give him the cold shoulder. Thereupon conversation proceeded along the usual lines of the time-consuming exchange of banal courtesies interspersed with a great deal of name-dropping. Many of the celebrities mentioned may in fact have been personal friends of the guests, as if it mattered, although it was not the kind of conversation in which an outsider could gain a foothold or otherwise be made to feel welcome. By 10 PM, unable to stomach it any more,  Riccardo fled.


Much to his amazement he was able to get down to work right away. Although O'Higgins had paid for the installation of banks of shimmering fluorescent lights in the barn, this was the first time that Riccardo actually turned them on. The legs of a collapsible drawing-table were opened up, and a new pot of expresso placed on the burner. Bolts of blue cloth were hurriedly pinned  to block up the windows. Preparations made. Riccardo sat down before the table and set to work. Neither the concert of crickets outside his windows, nor the outer world of blackness, nor the absence of snakes, were sufficient to distract him.         


He worked uninterrupted for two hours. Shortly after midnight he was disturbed by a sharp knock at the screen door. It was Judy. Her hair and clothing were disheveled, her face streaked with tears. She must have run from the estate to the barn in great haste; her legs were splattered with mud and covered with scratches from grass   and thistles.       


 " Riccardo! - It's me! Judy!  Please let me in. I'm terribly sorry about yesterday afternoon. It didn’t mean anything!  I was upset, Can't you understand? I didn't want to hurt you. I'm so   terribly, terribly sorry. I just need to talk to you!"       


Adopting a mocking tone, Riccardo ordered her back to the house.  If she stepped inside, he said, he would complain to her husband.      


 “O, Riccardo; if you don't let me in, I'm going to sit here on the steps and cry for the rest of the night! I've   got nowhere else to go. I need a friend!"     


 “It’s not a good idea, I think. Remember what happened the last time."       


“Why don't we just forget about that?   I promise it won’t happen again. I'm just a foolish, weak woman, and my whole world is falling apart! Please! Please let me come in! I won't be but a minute!"     


He thought about it; he'd done enough work for the time being evening, and welcomed a bit of company. Not unsympathetic to her plight, he could not just let her sit out there in so evident a state of misery. Not without misgivings, Riccardo opened the door and helped her into the studio.

This time she was not play-acting; her distress was genuine and she was in a dreadful state. Riccardo sat her down on the cot and brought her a towel with which to dry her face and legs. She   accepted a cigarette and began talking:       


“Riccardo: my husband's done something horrible! He slapped me, right in front of all those people!" In a manner reminiscent of Rossetti’s Beata Beatrix, she lifted her face to him without bothering to wipe away the tears:

“He’s treated   me badly before, but never like this!"       


Riccardo’s response was cynical: “He thought they were show business people, so he gave them a good show. Look, Judy", he went on, not bothering to conceal his irritation, “Why do you always come to me with your problems about your husband? You should have   known what you were getting into when you married him."       


“Oh, Riccardo - you don't understand at all!" she shook her hair away from her face and stretched out a hand towards him; he backed away, “You probably think he's just an old fool, but really he’s not. There are times when he can be wonderful; really wonderful." She emphasized each word, as if to convince herself that they were   true.      


 “He is getting old, it's true. And as he gets older, he becomes more impossible. Then again, I'm not getting any younger."  Finally alighting on the only argument that had meaning, she   cried, "Oh God! I married him! I agreed to stick with him and I’ll follow him to the end". She buried her face in her hands once again and sobbed, "but I can't love him! I don't see   how anyone in the world can love him!"      


 Riccardo had ceased to listen to her. He leaned over to study her face with a detached contempt; the artist in him had become intrigued by the patterns of   light and shade reflecting her particular state of unhappiness. There did exist, he told himself, intellectual justifications for being a homosexual.


“Don’t you realize, Judy," he began gently, " that all the time  you are sitting  here with me, this Deirdre O'Conor is up there  in the living   room, stealing  your husband away from you?"       


This brought her up quickly. She giggled foolishly through her tears. Her face was set hard, and she began to laugh:      


 “Why, Riccardo! There's hardly any danger   of that! As if that were the thing that worried me!"       


 He looked at her curiously,    


 “The old bastard", her voice wavered hysterically between a whisper   and a shriek, “has been bone dry since the day I married him!"  She leaned back and laughed some more, delighted by the impression she imagined she was creating by her astonishing revelation. Clapping Riccardo's face between her hands, she   laughed again:      


 “Why, the old motor conked out years before I married him!"   Riccardo chuckled slightly; it was tolerably funny after all.


"Even that strumpet, Deirdre, couldn't make the blood rise up in him. Why do you think he talks so God-damn much? The normal pathway's been blocked off, and it's got to come out some other way!"           


Riccardo irritation had reached its zenith. He pulled himself away from her, stood up, and began pacing nervously about the room.      


 "How can I make you understand that this isn’t my problem? I've nothing to do with it! If you don't love your husband, get a divorce! That's easy in your country; go back there!  If you want to stay with him, then why are you down here with me, rather than up in the house, keeping him away from Deirdre? I came back tonight to do some real work; the first I’ve been able to do in four months! Why can't you just leave me alone?"       


Judy pouted, "Riccardo, don't carry on like that! I'm not asking you for anything. I just want to talk, that's all!  Why don’t you go back to what you were doing before I showed up to annoy you with my silly problems? Go on; go back to that drawing, and I'll sit here like a good little girl and be quiet. How's that? Shall I   put on some more coffee?"      


 deGiorgio stormed about the room, overwhelmed by his total helplessness, the sheer futility of it all, the months wasted in the O'Higgins art paradise, this insane woman, the utter senselessness of everything that had happened to him since he first set foot in Ireland little more than a year ago. Not only was his career in ruins, it seemed to have somehow found a way to build on its own wreckage, the endless repetition of cycles of hope and failure nurturing the lurid pessimism that permeated his opus.


He squinted at her, lifted his arms in a gesture of annoyance, imagined he was making faces at her; still she would not leave.


Judy had withdrawn to a corner of the couch. She'd removed her shoes and curled her feet up under her. With a steadfast stare she continued to regard him, embarrassing him with her admiration, astonishing him with her pitiful selfishness. 


Riccardo glared at her a final time, then turned away.  With the self-conscious air of someone intent on getting down to business, he seated himself once   more at his desk and went through the motions of sketching. Judy nodded brightly. With a wave of her hand she let him know that she wanted him to get back to work. A few minutes later she stood up and went over to the stove to pour out a cup of coffee. Then she tip-toed back across the room to lean over Riccardo's   shoulder, her eyes glistening with fascination.       


Only with difficulty could Riccardo keep up the pretense of application. His lips were set tight while he kept his eyes fixed on the sheet of white paper in front of him.  It came almost as a relief when Judy opened the upper buttons of his shirt and pushed her hand down his chest, Riccardo bolted upright, furious with her, bursting all of his shirt buttons as he spinned around to   face her.       


 "Riccardo - ". She tried to grab onto his hand; he slapped it away. Excited rather than intimidated by his hostility, she moved her body closer against his. He pushed her away from her with a suggestion of brutality; she stumbled across the room and fell onto the couch. Then he walked over to her and slapped her face. A torrent of fury ,  built up from the many frustrating months of being cooped up  in Eagle's Nest, poured out of him as he slapped her roughly back and  forth between his hands. She lay curled up in a tight ball, hunched on the cot, terrified and sobbing, her body trembling, her jet black hair covering her face.


His rage spent, Riccardo's arms dangled  helplessly at his sides. One more he sat down next to her and buried his face in his hands. The room filled anew with  silence. Only their heavy, troubled breathing bore witness to the storm that had briefly arisen and passed on. 


Timidly Judy pushed aside his hair and lifted her eyes to face his. Without quite knowing what he was doing, his hands began in total silence to unloosen the fastenings on her dress.
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