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Author’s Note

The entries titled Cartas que no envié are my own creation.

All other communications, telegrams, sketches and newspaper reports are real, translated from the originals when pertinent, and have been duly referenced.




I

IMPRIMATURA

[…] the artist usually has little choice in the matter of grounds for,
as a rule, the wall already exists before he is called in.
GARDNER HALE, FRESCO PAINTING



1938

The fall spared her face.

A hundred and fifty feet onto cold asphalt, her insides crushed to a ghastly pulp. And yet her alabaster veneer remained intact, so smooth even the finest linen canvas would not do her justice.

Two fine trickles, Venetian red, were the only signs of gore, but even those could have been traced by an artist. One ran from her ear, highlighting the soft contour of her jaw. The other dripped from the corner of her mouth, but the thick lipstick made it hard to tell where the lips ended and the blood began.

The corsage of yellow roses, still pinned to her dress, looked unscathed too. Not a single speck of crimson had touched the blooms, and the petals, crisp and scented, fluttered in the cool morning breeze.

Even her clear eyes, the colour of honey with just a touch of burnt sienna, seemed eerily alive. They were wide open, intense and yearning, as if desperately trying to see through the thickest darkness.

If only she’d stared so deeply into the camera on that disastrous screen test for Samuel Goldwyn. The man had already told the world that MGM had found the next queen of Hollywood. The papers had said ‘remember Dorothy Hale, because without any doubt you’ll hear the name again.’ The irony.

If only she’d commanded half this pathos on the boards of that paltry Westchester theatre on the opening night of The Women. Broadway had been just some thirty miles away. Everyone involved in that play had made it there, and they’d made it big. Everyone but her.

If only the limelight had made her look half this vulnerable, half this graceful, half this beautiful. She’d once thought that was all that mattered. Back when she could still dance. How exquisitely she’d twirled in the arms of Fred Astaire, gliding across the stage like a swan. But that had been before that other fall – the one that broke both her dreams and her spine. Her first fall, the first of so many, that sent her tumbling down deeper and deeper, until she became the most delicious fodder for gossip, eaten alive time and time again.

It was all over now. Right?

There could be nothing left for the vultures to feast on.

Could there?



1938

DOROTHY HALE DIES IN
16-STORY PLUNGE;
Actress Falls Out Window After Entertaining
Friends and Attending Show
LEFT BURIAL DIRECTIONS

Mrs Dorothy Hale, 33-year-old widow of the celebrated muralist Gardner Hale, died yesterday after falling from the window of her apartment located on the sixteenth floor of Hampshire House, 150 Central Park South.

The previous evening Mrs Hale had entertained a group of celebrity friends that included Prince Del Drago of the Italian Embassy, Miss Margaret Case, editor of Vogue Magazine, and sculptor Isamu Noguchi. Mrs Hale branded the event a “farewell party”, claiming she was about to set off on a long journey.

After drinks at her apartment, Mrs Hale and Mr Noguchi joined friends to see the play “Oscar Wilde”, followed by late cocktails at the Twenty-One Club. According to a concierge, she arrived home alone at 1:15 AM.

Her body was found at around 5:15 AM, still in the black velvet dress she wore the night before. Several typed letters were found at her apartment. One was addressed to her attorney, John H. Vincent of 25 Broadway, telling how Mrs Hale wished her property shall be distributed. Only members of her immediate family, and a friend whose name she wished to remain undisclosed, were mentioned in it.

The death is investigated by Detectives James Leech and James Sheehy of the West Forty-seventh Street police station, who stated she may have slipped over the low sill of her parlor window. Other reports suggest that Mrs Hale had been disturbed during her last hours. None of her letters, however, mentions what was troubling her.

An arts enthusiast, Mrs Hale had a fleeting career as a theatre and motion pictures actress. She is better known now for her close friendship with Harry L. Hopkins, WPA Administrator and close advisor to President Roosevelt. Earlier this year, their friendship gave rise to speculations about their engagement. These rumors were never confirmed by Mr Hopkins.*

Part of the Casa Azul files



* Headline from The New York Times, 22 October 1938 Found in the scrapbooks of Frida Kahlo, stapled to this clipping from an unidentified publication.



1938

‘Seen the papers today?’

‘What are you–? Get out! You’re not supposed to be here!’

‘Have you seen them?’

‘Of course I haven’t, you idiot! I’ve been busy since five. Why?’

‘She’s dead.’

‘Dead? Who?’

‘You know. Her.’

‘Oh, you’re not … are you – are you joking? Is that the paper? Give me that.’

‘Page thirty-four, right at the back. Looks like Mrs Luce told her hubby to hide the news as best he could.’

‘Oh, Jesus … Oh, Jesus!’

‘Why did she kill herself? Did she kill herself? Tell me now.’

‘I don’t know!’

‘Oh, come on. You do. What did she know? What did you tell her?’

‘None of your goddamned business.’

‘It is my goddamned business! More even than yours. Read on. Says there she left letters. What did she say?’

‘I don’t know! Go away. I need to make some calls. First that rascal Henry Luce …’

‘Several letters, all typed. How convenient. And if the paper’s to be believed, none of those mentioned you. Too convenient.’

‘I’ve no idea what the hell you’re talking about.’

‘Ha! I hope, for your own sake, that for once you’re telling the truth. Go on. Start making your – calls.’



1938

‘Seen the papers?’

‘Oh, God, yes. The darling!’

‘Found by the milkman and the porter at the same time.’

‘Who told you that? They didn’t say that in the newspapers.’

‘Billy himself. Said he’d just gone out for fresh air and a ciggie, and there she was.’

‘Gee! What else did he tell you? Did he say what she looked like?’

‘No, that was all. Billy’s very discreet. A real little gentleman. He’ll never get far in life.’

‘But – why would she kill herself? She was so young.’

‘Bah! Thirty-three, sweetie. The beginning of the end. And she had terrible luck.’

‘True … but she had so many talents.’

‘Sure, just not enough of any. And rumour has it she was virtually destitute.’

‘What? No. She had money, didn’t she? I thought she had money. When Gardner died, he left her loads. And then she did all those auctions and displays? She didn’t do all that for his glory.’

‘Yeah, but all the money in the world isn’t enough for that kind of girl. Where she lived, how she dressed, all the cocktail parties …’

‘I thought Bernie Baruch was paying for that.’

‘Bernie Baruch! Bah! That old crook is tighter than a pair of matador’s trousers.’

‘Or Hopkins? Then again – if he broke the engagement …’

‘Exactly. Someone else was paying for her Central Park apartment and all her dresses and all the martinis she could gulp.’

‘Speaking of which … Drink, darling?’

‘Sure. Whoever that was, the idyll must have ended very recently. I know Baruch gave her money. And Clare Luce kept telling everyone she lent her five hundred bucks – for rent.’

‘Really! Clare spreading gossip?’

‘Are you surprised or sarcastic? It wasn’t Clare’s innocence that got her such a rich husband. Mrs Luce knows exactly when to speak and when to shut her gob.’

‘Poor Clare. First Rosamond and now Dorothy. Her two best friends ending it like that … She must be devastated.’

‘That she must, and well deserved too. Dorothy told her she needed a thousand dollars, but Clare haggled it down to half. The witch has millions, but she still clings to five hundred bucks like a dog to a bone. Oh, and that awful article in the Times … remember? That was all her fault.’

‘God, yes! I’d completely forgotten that.’

‘But I haven’t, you see. Oh, yes, I hope Clare is writhing with remorse right now.’

‘So … who do you think was paying for Dotty? If it wasn’t Hopkins or Bernie Baruch?’

‘I really don’t know, dear. But it shouldn’t be hard to find out.’



1938

‘Has the missus read the papers?’

‘You’re late. Got Mr Luce’s grapefruit? He rang the bell twice already.’

‘Yes, yes, I got it, but … has she read –?’

‘No need. The police – give me that – the police rang her yesterday morning, right after it happened.’

‘They didn’t!’

‘They did, and our Mrs Luce burst out in a scream that still gives me the creeps. We had to fetch her the smelling salts and all. Then Mr Luce took her to the police station. Something about some papers for her. She’s been as white as a ghost since then.’

‘Papers?’

‘Letters from the dead lady, I think. And some heirlooms.’

‘My God! How is she now?’

‘On the sleeping pills. Poor soul …’

‘Why are you shaking your head like that?’

‘Haven’t told you the half of it. The dead lady telephoned her the day before she jumped.’

‘She did?’

‘I picked up the telephone myself. She wanted to talk to Mrs Luce, and when I told her, it drove her nutty.’

‘Really? Why?’

‘I think they had quarrelled.’

‘No!’

‘I’m telling you. Mrs Luce snorted like a bull. She did take the call, but she was mighty cold to her. Kept tapping her foot on the floor.’

‘Did you hear what she said?’

‘A few words. I think the dead lady was inviting her to her party.’

‘D’you mean the party just before she –?’

‘Yes, and Mrs Luce turned her down. Said she was busy, but I know she lied through her teeth – she spent the whole evening leafing through Vogue.’

‘God, she must feel awful now.’

‘Yes, she does. She told the dead lady, Why don’t you wear that gorgeous Bergdorf dress you bought with the money I gave you for your rent? And then she laughed.’

‘My God!’

‘And then she said, I hope you enjoy your trip, dear, and hung up.’



1938

RISE OF ANOTHER RIVERA
By Bertram D. Wolfe

NEWCOMER to the art galleries of New York is Carmen Frida Kahlo de Rivera, wife of the weighty and mighty Diego, the master painter of Mexico. She is now having her first American showing at the Julien Levy Galleries.*



* From Vogue, 1 November 1938 Found in the scrapbooks of Frida Kahlo with a handwritten note: ‘Some cabrón from the New York Times said that my paintings are more obstetric than aesthetic!’



1938

The lights of New York towered above her head in an almost perfect grid, like parallel runways leading towards the darkest depths of the night. Clare Boothe Luce wrapped her sable fur stole a little more tightly around her shoulders, gazing up. All around her the noises of the city, the cars, the music, the laughter, they all roared with a vibrancy she did not quite share anymore. She blinked, slightly dazzled by the buildings’ lights. That must have been the last thing Dorothy saw – rows of countless windows rushing past her and then fading into a ghostly blur.

A soft breeze came and Clare swayed on her heels, an icy vertigo creeping up her spine, as if she too were falling. Not down but up, into the heights and their infinite void.

‘Mrs Luce?’

She stumbled as she looked back down, and blushed a little when she saw the valet’s puzzled face. The young man must have been holding the door open for a while. The chauffeur stared at her in confusion too, his gloved hand still on the limousine’s door handle. Neither man blinked, watching her as if their necks depended on her next move. They did, in some ways.

Rarely was she so aware that she was wife to Henry Luce, the magazine tycoon, owner of Time and Life, a most influential Republican and close friends with President Roosevelt. Clare had done well herself – her articles appeared in Henry’s magazines, always to general acclaim, and MGM had just snapped up her play The Women and signed Joan Crawford for one of the leads.

And Mrs Luce is also a dish, the chauvinists would be quick to add.

She was certainly dazzling that night, her diamonds and pearls reflecting the bright lights of 57th Street, highlighting her blond curls, her soft features and her expensively chiselled nose. People said that at thirty-five she was at the height of her beauty, and Clare was well aware of it.

She was everything most people could only ever dream of. Everything Dorothy could have been.

The thought made her shiver, and the soft furry stole – Dorothy’s stole – was a poor comfort. She’d thought it would be a nice gesture to wear it to her first public event, but now it felt as though she’d wrapped herself in her best friend’s carcass.

‘You all right, Mrs Luce?’ the valet had to repeat.

‘Yes, thanks,’ she said, managing to feign a smile as she rushed into the heat and the hubbub of the Julien Levy Gallery. Within seconds someone had taken her furs, given her a coupe of champagne, and Isamu Noguchi had elbowed his way through the crowd to smooch her loudly on each cheek.

‘How are you, dear?’ he whispered. Not that he had to – the voices around them were as loud as the canvases on the walls.

‘Fine, darling,’ she lied, even if she knew how well Isamu could read his girls. He arched his angular brow like a boomerang, about to say something solemn, but Clare squeezed his lean arm. ‘No gloom tonight, please,’ and she eyed him from head to toe.

Isamu was wearing an ill-fitted tweed jacket (the same he’d worn to the unveiling of his bas-relief for the Rockefeller Center) with a dreadful knitted tie and a pocket hanky as crumpled as tin foil. And yet he looked gorgeous, with his tanned skin, his boyish eyes and his sinuous mouth.

‘I thought you weren’t coming,’ he said. ‘Diego sent me a wire commanding me to introduce you to her.’

‘Oh, did he? Same to me. Called her art fascinating.’

She made to put her drink, untouched, onto a passing tray, but Isamu held her wrist.

‘Keep it, dear. You might need a full glass before you see some of the paintings.’ He craned his head over the crowd, looking for the mysterious Señora Rivera. ‘And I have to warn you – she’s something of an alley cat. She just ended a fling with Levy and might be looking for her next catch. I think she might be after Nicky Muray. Just make sure she doesn’t try to seduce you.’

Clare let out a loud ha!

‘Like her husband did? That would be sweet.’

Noguchi whispered into her ear, ‘Ex-husband.’

‘Ex!’

‘Oh, yes. They haven’t signed yet, but it’s a done deal. She told me so herself.’

Clare’s lips parted. ‘Then why did they list her as Frida Rivera?’

‘Levy’s not stupid. He wanted a full gallery, and for Vogue and The New York Times to cover the exhibit. None of this would be happening if he’d just announced her as some random Kahlo lady. You wouldn’t be here, sweetheart.’

Clare frowned. ‘So Diego’s not going to be here tonight?’

‘Of course not. He’s not even in America. They needed time apart.’

Clare’s mouth opened as wide as if she’d just dislocated her jaw. ‘Really? But he told me that –’ Clare had memorised the wire. She quickly went through each word in her head. ‘Oh, the sly thing! He never really said he’d be here. I just –’

‘You just assumed?’

‘He made me assume.’

‘He’s clever. Knows how to steer his women.’

‘Oh, shush!’ Clare, fuming, indulged in some champagne. ‘I wanted him to paint Dorothy.’

Isamu took a step back, as abruptly as if Clare had punched him hard in the sternum.

He had been with Dorothy throughout her last night. He’d given her the yellow tea roses. He had pinned them to her dress – the very dress Clare had so scornfully told her to wear. And Isamu still kept the corsage; Clare had seen it on his nightstand only two days ago, the flowers just starting to go brown at the edges.

Dorothy’s last words, Clare had heard, had been to him, but Isamu had refused to speak about it, every time changing the subject with a joke or an acidic turn of phrase. As he’d do now.

‘Rivera to paint Dorothy? Really? Even if you once said he can’t paint hands to save his life?’

‘Did I say that?’

‘Yes. You said the fingers on all his paintings look like soggy boiled sausages.’

‘That doesn’t sound like me.’

‘Oh, it does, sweetheart. And I’m shocked you’d still want to commission something from him – after that seduction attempt.’

Clare sneered. She had tried to insert that ‘seduction’ into a couple of her play scripts, and both times it had been censored.

She saw a bony hand waving at her. It was a pale woman dressed in a cheap wool coat and a laughably large scarf tied in a bow around her neck, her dark hair clipped very short.

‘Oh, no,’ Clare moaned. ‘It’s that dupe from the Women’s Party. What’s her name?’

Isamu needed but a glance. ‘La Follette. Suzanne La Follette. And she’s not in the Women’s Party. She’s in the League of Equal –’

‘I don’t care. Please, entertain her for me. I beg you.’

‘But –’

‘If she talks to me about her damned book again, I’ll send her home wearing a canvas around her neck. It’d be an improvement on that crocheted monstrosity she’s put on tonight.’

And off she went. Petite as she was, Clare had no trouble sliding through the people without losing her poise or spilling a single drop of Dom Pérignon.

She went as far as she could, until she found herself facing one of the main displays – a colossal pair of feet, the skin tan, the toes oddly bent, the nails lacquered in a shade so intense cosmetologists might have called it Jungle Red.

They emerged from the water like ancient obelisks, resting against a rustic bathtub. It reminded her of the rusty tin bucket in which her mother used to bathe her as a toddler. The water, in smoky shades of green, seemed just as cold.

And there were many things drifting and swimming in it. Crustaceans, barnacles and primitive plants with tangled roots. A bath sponge served as a raft for two nude women, apparently basking in careless postcoital repose. Behind them, a bundle of lush leaves offered partial cover to a man and a woman in wedding attire.

On the right there was a small continent, its most prominent feature an erupting volcano, from whose crater emerged the Empire State Building engulfed in flames.

At the centre there was another naked woman, kept afloat by a rope tied around her neck. Her mouth dripped blood and her dress floated by her side. It was impossible to tell whether she was dead or alive.

No wonder Breton had compared Mrs Rivera to Salvador Dalí. His melted clocks had hung at this very gallery just a few years back, and this canvas would have complemented them nicely. It would have been like hopping from one dream to the next.

Clare was glad nobody came by. She adored that first instant, that first imprint a piece of art made on her. The purest, most honest reaction before the critic in her began dissecting composition and analysing technique. She always remembered those first impressions, like she did her first kiss or her first sip of good Bordeaux. Whenever she thought of this painting, she would also evoke her four-year-old self, chubby and oblivious to her poverty, splashing soapy water in a tin bucket. Before the darker years came. Before the incident that forced the entire family to flee from Nashville. Clare never thought of it, her mind pushing the memory away like an automatic lever.

And just like that she moved on to the next painting: a still life of prickly pears on a plate. A seemingly innocent theme, but the fleshy fruits, white and red, were almost morbid somehow. One made her think of a palpitating heart, and the other looked like a white shroud around a bleeding body, slowly taking up the crimson.

The next painting was another of Mrs Rivera’s distinctive self-portraits, but it was rather grotesque – her adult head on a baby’s body, being breastfed by a dark-skinned woman whose face was concealed under a sinister wooden mask.

Clare then saw a middle-aged couple emerge from the little side room Julien Levy reserved for the more risqué pieces. They were pallid, the lady covering her mouth as if about to re-savour her evening drinks. So, of course, Clare had to look.

She stepped out a minute later, the colour of milk and personally ashamed for anyone who might ever gaze upon that canvas in the years to come. She downed her champagne in one gulp, and when she put it down she saw that Nickolas Muray was standing right in front of her – tall, handsome and slightly embarrassed.

‘I wanted to warn you,’ he said, still with that hint of Hungarian accent which only made him sound more sensuous. Clare liked his hands: long, with fine fingers but thick wrists, and his shake was at once firm and comforting. Clare wished her Henry could learn a thing or two from this man.

‘I wasn’t expecting to see you here,’ she said. ‘Are you here for Harper’s Bazaar? Vogue? I know you’re not here for our Time magazine.’

Muray smiled. ‘No, no. I’m very good friends with the Riveras.’

‘Oh?’ Clare let out, but then remembered. ‘Of course, you went to Mexico a few years ago, didn’t you? Invited by that other muralist … what’s-his-name Covarrubias?’

‘Miguel Covarrubias, yes,’ Muray said. ‘He introduced me to the Riveras, and now we’re very close friends. They sent me a personal invitation as soon as Levy confirmed the date.’

‘I see,’ Clare said, as she quietly cast Muray an evaluating look. He was sleek in his pinstripe grey suit, with thick eyebrows and dark irises that highlighted the mischievous glow in his eyes. He was one of the most talented photographers in America – under permanent contract to produce the colour covers for Time, no less – and a former Olympic champion at fencing. He still glided across every room with swashbuckling elegance.

If Isamu was right – and he usually was – this was the man Mrs Rivera was now having an affair with. That woman aimed high.

‘This is very well attended,’ Clare said. ‘Is Levy happy?’

Muray could not repress a little grimace. This wasn’t bad, clearly, but Levy must have been expecting hordes.

‘I can ask my husband to send someone from Life,’ Clare said, perhaps a little too soon. When people were struggling, Clare chided herself, it was terribly impolite to show them you knew. ‘Where are your colleagues from Vogue? Isamu just mentioned they were coming.’

‘Next week,’ Muray said, his smile creeping back. ‘We’ll do a photoshoot right before yours, I understand. You and Frida will be both on the November issues.’

‘Oh, yes. My Henry was a darling to organise it for me. I have to promote Kiss the Boys Goodbye, you see.’

‘Do you? I hear it’s still filling seats.’

‘And we must keep it that way.’

Muray took a little step closer and lowered his voice.

‘My sincere condolences. I know how close you and Dorothy were. What a lovely creature she was.’

Clare looked down. She really didn’t want to talk much about that. Thankfully, the valet came then and whispered something to Muray.

‘Do excuse me, Mrs Luce. Levy needs me for something or other, but fetch me if you need anything!’

Clare moved on, happy to take a second glass from a waiter. She walked past another pair of horrid paintings – a small oil on copper depicting Mrs Rivera after an abortion, and a bigger one depicting her on a wooden chair, lifting her ample skirts to show one of her thighs sliced open.

That called for a long sip of champagne. Two.

Clare thought she’d had enough, but just as she looked for someone to take her glass, a large picture frame caught her eye. It wasn’t wood or metal but pink and green velvet. Within it, standing proud like the lady of some opulent hacienda, Frida Kahlo de Rivera stared back at her.

The features were all too familiar already. The thick monobrow, the sensuous lips, the jet-black hair braided with red ribbons and pink flowers. They were all there, but not as they appeared in the other paintings. Here the lines were softer, the eyes serene and the cheeks rouged. The clothes were beautiful too: a wide pink skirt embroidered with delicate white roses, a red blouse trimmed in gold and a flowing rebozo wrapped around her shoulders and cascading to her knees. Her hands, with a single ring, were demurely folded on her lap, holding a small posy and a note for the viewer to read. The background was a soft apple green which, along with the pink skirts, was highlighted by the soft velvet on the frame.

Amidst all the gore, the nudity and the sinister, there stood this simple, almost charming portrait. A much-welcomed breath of fresh air. But why? Why had a Rivera lowered herself to paint something so conventional, verging on the – God forbid – decorative?

Clare looked at the tag, but it read only Between the Curtains (Entre las Cortinas), Oil on Masonite.

Clare looked a little more closely at the note. It was written in Spanish, but two words stood out on the top.

Leon Trotsky.

Clare squinted.

‘Trotsky,’ she mouthed. No wonder they had invited that simpleton Suzanne La Follette …

‘You like this one, Mrs Luce?’

She started. It was the gangly, baggy-eyed Howard Devree, from the Sunday Times, carrying the rolled-up catalogue under his arm.

Clare knew at once that the Riveras were in for some disappointment. The Times had sent only the art critic’s assistant, and the man had not even bothered bringing a camera. Mrs Rivera would be lucky if they gave her a paragraph or two.

‘I do,’ she said. ‘Rather stately, don’t you think?’

‘Stately and dull, to be frank.’ He looked around and lowered his voice. ‘I’ve always admired your honesty, Mrs Luce. What does the belle dame sans merci have to say about these?’

His tone was charged with intention. These art critics were like hungry sharks. Best to keep them fed.

‘The lines are stiff,’ she began, switching to her more objective eye. ‘Like her husband, she can’t paint hands. There’s no perspective or technique to speak of – and that one giving birth …’ – she shivered – ‘more obstetric than aesthetic.’

Howard discreetly pulled out his little notebook and pencil, murmuring as he scribbled. ‘I do adore you, Mrs Luce. Are all artists this –?’

‘Bitchy? Yes, but us writers have the best ammunition.’

Howard laughed and put the notebook back into his breast pocket.

‘Some are mesmerising, though,’ Clare went on. ‘Half surrealism, half primitivism. You don’t want to look, but you can’t help looking.’

‘Like voyeurism?’

Not at all, but Clare didn’t bother contradicting him. Instead, she pointed at the note on the canvas. ‘Do you know the story? We only hear that Trotsky is still in Mexico as a political refugee.’

‘That’s correct, and he has been staying at the Riveras’ for the past year or so. Frida Rivera painted this as a present for him and hung it in his bedroom. You can read the date there: November seventh, last year. The anniversary of the Russian Civil Revolution.’

‘I see, so it’s not for sale?’

Howard leaned closer, his voice a little silkier.

‘It is. There’s been an estrangement between Trotsky and the Riveras, apparently.’

Clare smiled. ‘Tell me.’

‘You know what these hot-blooded folk are like. As volatile as the reds. See, it all began when Diego Rivera had an affair with his sister-in-law –’

‘What! With his wife’s sister?’

‘Indeed. And Mrs Rivera … well, she paid him in kind.’ Howard signalled the painting with a raised brow.

‘With Trotsky?’ Clare asked, wrinkling her nose. ‘The man is – what, sixty?’

‘Fifty-nine,’ Howard remarked, and Clare instantly pictured Trotsky’s wife, a venerable, grey-haired babushka, throwing this very canvas at his face.

‘I must have it,’ she said.

‘Must you? Dull as it is?’

‘Oh, I don’t care about that. This was Trotsky’s. It hung in his bedroom.’

‘I … don’t follow.’

‘He’s as good as dead now. My Henry and his club fellows are already betting how long it’ll take Stalin to hunt him down. This is a piece of history. Think how much it will cost in a few years, ugly as it is!’

‘Good evening. Señora Luce?’

The voice, though she’d never heard it before, could only be Frida Rivera’s.

Clare didn’t whirl around – she’d been caught dishing it out so many times it didn’t bother her anymore. Instead, she took her time to turn in a collected, graceful move.

When their eyes met, however, both women took a short step back, for a moment repelled like two misaligned magnets.

Clare’s first thought was that the woman did not quite live up to her own paintings. She was Clare’s height, but having always looked up at her self-portraits, the real Frida seemed rather small. Perhaps she knew it and attempted to look a little taller with her colourful bows and extravagant braids – just like she used the long velvety skirts, heavily embroidered in the Tehuana style, to conceal her famous limp.

Her skin was paler than the bronze in all her paintings – then again, she used that same tone on nearly all her subjects. Her cheeks were a little more sunken and her hands much finer. Her brows too were overstated. They were indeed thick and bushy, and she did have a visible shadow between the eyes, but not even near the fully merged masses of raven black she painted with evident gusto. The same went for the peach fuzz above her lip, only a little more visible than what Clare would have sported if she didn’t care to wax.

Her eyes, on the other hand …

The dark pupils carried the same expression seen on most of the portraits – piercing, defiant and a little cynical. But there was something else in them tonight: a strange mixture of anger and exhaustion.

Clare could not blame her. The spina bifida, the abortions, the infidelities, her impending divorce … And today – the woman seemed clever – she must be reading the room. She could tell her paintings had not struck quite the right chord with the New York crowd.

She took a few steps closer to Clare, her long earrings and many bracelets jingling, and when she threw the silk rebozo around her shoulders, it sent out a soft waft of patchouli.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said with very open vowels. ‘This one I promised it to Suzanne.’

‘Do … do excuse me,’ Howard said as he scuttled away, before getting caught in the crossfire.

Mrs Rivera gave him a wry smile and then stared into Clare’s eyes, as if about to devour her.

Clare instantly fought back. ‘Your husband urged me to come,’ she said, offering a steady hand to shake.

‘Yes. He said that. And he said I must speak to you. He called you fascinating.’

‘How very kind of him. I met him about five years ago. We … had a lovely conversation.’

Mrs Rivera’s eyes squinted a little as they scanned Clare from head to toe.

‘Yes, I’m sure he ran straight to you.’

He did, Clare thought, doing her best not to shiver. Somehow, the way that woman stared at her threw her completely out of balance.

‘We had the most interesting little chat about communism’ was the most neutral sentence she could muster, and still, Mrs Rivera’s smile widened.

‘Ah? Well, now I know you’re lying!’

‘So-sorry?’

‘Diego never has little chats about communism. Mention Marx or Lenin and you have him talking por los codos for hours.’

‘He could well have,’ Clare nodded, again savouring that old exchange in her head. Most of it she could not share with Mrs Rivera, of course, so she turned to the painting. ‘It’s a shame you’ve already sold this one.’

‘Yes, ugly as it is. Any other you like?’

‘The one with the aeroplane and the straw wings is sweet, but …’ Clare twisted her mouth. ‘I don’t know, this one is –’

‘A piece of history?’ Mrs Rivera mocked.

‘I love what you do with the frames,’ Clare answered, in her usual evasive manner. ‘They’re part of the painting – the green of the background, and then the pink of the skirts and the flowers …’

Mrs Rivera laughed. ‘Funny. I don’t like the flowers. They were red for Trotsky, but Diego said they didn’t work well in the composition. He painted them pink before I packed up the paintings.’

Clare looked a little closer. Indeed, the flowers had been retouched with quick brushstrokes of semitranslucent white.

Now she wanted the painting even more. Owned by Trotsky, testament to a surely torrid affair, and retouched by Diego Rivera himself. She put on her most charming smile.

‘May I at least attempt to outbid La Follette?’

Mrs Rivera did not reply or blink, her face impossible to read. Maybe she didn’t recognise the word outbid. Or maybe, after hearing Clare’s prediction, she was considering keeping the painting until old Trotsky died.

‘Four hundred dollars for it?’ Clare ventured, doubling the price all the other paintings were going for.

‘I promised it to her,’ Mrs Rivera said, and then glanced at her self-portrait with a hint of – could it have been nostalgia?

It’s not about the money, Clare expected her to say, already thinking of a dozen well-rehearsed ripostes. It was always about the money.

‘Suzanne was part of the Dewey Commission,’ Mrs Rivera pointed out.

‘I know,’ Clare said at once, in case the remark had been a test, and then did her best to keep a straight face. The Dewey Commission had been the most ridiculous, narcissistic endeavour: a group of egotistic American intellectuals who’d spent months in Mexico, carrying out an unofficial ‘inquiry’ into the charges made against Trotsky by Moscow (all the while drinking and partying with the Riveras). Albert Einstein himself had publicly mocked the commission, calling it a shameless act of self-promotion by a group of sycophants incapable of reaching an impartial judgment. Unsurprisingly, the most intelligent man in the world had been right.

‘Six hundred then?’ Clare pressed.

Mrs Rivera’s hands, wrapped in black lace mittens, tensed a little, and the small brooch on her chest – the same cheap thing she wore on Trotsky’s painting – twinkled.

Clare knew she was almost there.

‘What about … six hundred plus a commission?’

‘A commission?’ Mrs Rivera again laughed. ‘Do you want me to paint you?’

‘Oh, no, I wouldn’t dream of it!’ Clare said with perhaps too much sincerity. The gorgeous marble bust Isamu had sculpted for her came to mind. ‘But my friend – have you read the papers? My dearest girlfriend committed suicide not two weeks ago.’

She didn’t have to pretend. She felt genuine sorrow as she said it. And guilt.

‘The actress?’

‘Yes, Dorothy Hale.’

Mrs Rivera’s eyes softened just a little. ‘Isamu told me. Very sad. Yes. I’m very sorry.’

‘It would be so fitting that you painted her,’ Clare added. ‘Especially since she knew Señor Rivera.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. Dorothy still has – well, she still had a watercolour he dedicated to her. I’ve seen it. It’s a few years old, signed 1932.’

Mrs Rivera frowned. ‘Yes. He exhibited some watercolours in New York that year. We were living at the Barbizon-Plaza.’

‘Were you? Then how come you never met Doro –?’ Clare stopped there, realising that an experienced man like Señor Rivera was not likely to mix his birds. She said the very first thing that came to mind, not knowing all the trouble those two short sentences would cause. ‘It would be a sweet present for Dorothy’s poor mother. A nice – retablo.’

‘You want a retablo?’ Mrs Rivera asked, slightly bemused.

‘Yes, in your very distinctive style,’ Clare said with feigned conviction, but Mrs Rivera only bit her lip.

‘Six hundred for this one and four hundred for the commission,’ Clare rushed to say. ‘Call it an even grand. What do you say, Mrs Rivera?’

The woman was now chewing her lip. There was a strange spark in her eyes, which Clare would not understand until much later.

‘Why did she kill herself?’ she asked.

‘Ex-excuse me?’

‘I can’t paint her retablo if I don’t know her history.’

Clare’s lips parted. She took a sip, but the champagne soured on her lips. She stared at the endless trail of tiny bubbles rising in her glass, her mind desperately looking for an answer, but all she could think was that Mrs Rivera ought to have said story and not history.

‘I – I don’t really know,’ she stammered.

Mrs Rivera threw her head backwards to cackle, and everyone around turned to see them. Clare felt a sudden heat on her cheeks.

‘How chingados, no? You have to know! You just said you were best friends.’

‘We were,’ Clare assured her, realising her voice had become small. ‘At least – the best friend I managed to be.’ What a liar you are, Clare, she thought.

Mrs Rivera’s dark eyes squinted again. ‘You don’t know or you don’t want to tell me?’

Clare felt those dark eyes looking right through her, piercing her like the cacti thorns the woman painted so well. ‘Dorothy kept a lot from me,’ she admitted. ‘Even when we were closest. At times I felt I could only see her through … a thick fog. Especially in her last few months. Things simply … changed.’

She could feel the clumsiness of her words, now coming out in intermittent blurts. She, New York’s most famous playwright, chased by columnists for crumbs of her wit.

Mrs Rivera took her time to speak, perusing her own painting with a dreamy face. Clare was tempted to turn on her heel and walk away. Perhaps she didn’t want that piece quite so much.

‘We always feel we could have done more, no?’ Mrs Rivera said at last.

‘Always,’ Clare agreed, a torrent of memories striking all at once. And Mrs Rivera must have noticed.

‘Leaves us wondering, doesn’t it?’ she said, a very slight tremble on her lips. ‘Was it my fault? Maybe if I had been a little kinder, or if I had said a little more …’

‘She never asked for help,’ Clare lied again. Her entire life had been a parade of little deceptions.

Mrs Rivera let out an exhausted sigh, still staring at her own face on the wall. ‘Did she have to ask at all? Some things – compassion, time, love … If I have to ask for them, I don’t want them anymore.’

Clare was hit by a renewed wave of guilt, only this time it felt as though it was crushing her ribcage.

‘Mil dolarucos …’ Mrs Rivera mumbled, something slowly shifting in her face. Then, with unexpected speed, she offered a hand to shake. ‘Yes. I will do it for you, Señora Luce. This one and the commission.’

It was one of those limp shakes, with only their fingers engaged, and Clare was quick to pull her hand away.

‘Marvellous. I’ll go tell Levy.’

‘No, no.’ Mrs Rivera’s voice was quite firm. ‘I’ll tell him. You … enjoy still being alive.’

And Clare saw the colourful Frida Rivera walk away, her embroidered skirts and ribbons ever visible, no matter how far she stood. In a similar manner, her question lingered in Clare’s mind.

Why had Dorothy killed herself?

So many people had asked her that same question. So many eyes had looked at her with blatant disbelief when she answered. Her own husband more than anyone. And yet she kept telling them she truly didn’t know.

She quoted again and again the girl’s calamities – her debts, her lost loves, her non-existent career, the humiliating Hopkins affair …

When people speculated about something else, lurking under the surface, which Dorothy perhaps had kept hidden from them all, Clare simply reminded them how transparent the girl had always been: Her acting was abysmal, remember? That argument silenced them all.

Clare put her glass away and rushed to the exit, feeling very cold all of a sudden. She caught a glimpse of Mrs Rivera amidst the crowd. She’d tucked her left hand under Muray’s arm, and with the other she waved and hugged and blew kisses, as if deliberately showing all the candour that ‘Señora Luce’ could not buy with her mil dolarucos.

Frida had read something in her, Clare could tell. Something everyone else, her husband included, had missed so far. And Clare didn’t like it at all.

She rushed out of the gallery, happy the encounter had been ever so brief.

The two women would never meet again.



1939

I intend to have Noguchi, a great friend of both Dorothy and Frida Rivera paint out the legend – that is to say the actual name of the unfortunate girl and my name.

I hope Frida Rivera will understand why I have taken this liberty.

The painting will then be put in storage for a number of years, after which I’ll send it to some museum.

May I please ask you – not to speak of the incident to anyone.

Clare Boothe Luce to Nickolas Muray

18 August 1939




II

UNDERPAINTING

The foundation on which the plaster for our painting is to go is of
the greatest importance, for the life of a fresco is that of its ground.
GARDNER HALE, FRESCO PAINTING



1940

Cartas que no envié

Diego Diego Diego,

I had to lock myself in the bathroom.

You just asked me to marry you again.

How long were we divorced? Carajo, not even a full year! It felt like a lifetime with all the things that happened.

That glacial winter in New York, the unbearable trip to Paris, Trotsky’s death, and … that. You know what I mean.

I have to admit that you were very sweet when you proposed, which only makes me want to punch your big panzota even more. You showed me the extensions to the Casa Azul: the new garden, the little reflecting pool, my two bedrooms, one for my day nap and one for the night, and my long, massive, gorgeous new studio, with those volcanic stone walls and the huge windows that let in the best light all day.

You helped me down the stairs to the garden, and took me by the arm to that cosy nook behind the little fountain. There you asked me to sit on that lovely tezontle stone bench you had made just for me, placed there so that I could sunbathe with a cigarrito between painting sessions. You cut a couple of red tulipanes and pinned them to my hair.

And you knelt down! I can’t believe you did that, with your beer belly and all your back pains. Your knees cracked like a charamusca toffee, and only five minutes later you had to shout for help, and Manuelito and the two gardeners had to run and pull you up.

And then you asked me to remarry you.

Nothing in the bed if you don’t want to, you said. Only an arrangement so that my niña linda is secured for life. (I thought that was a given: I’m getting sicker and sicker and you fatter and fatter.)

Of course you’re worried. You know I’ll go nowhere as a painter, and with this damned broken body there’s no other job I could possibly do. I’m a useless bundle now, more medicine and mezcal in me than flesh and bone.

You know how little I sold in New York. You know that the exhibit in Paris was a pile of mierda. I only sold one painting in France. ONE. The ugliest, cheapest one (that oil on glass) to the manager of some chingado museum that just wanted to use me to get to you.

I only agreed to that trip to forget the many hells I went through in New York, but everything went wrong from the beginning: first my seasickness, then they forgot to sort out the customs, and my paintings (including Dorothy’s) sat at the aduana for weeks before they could release them. And I had to stay at that tiny cuchitril of a house with André Breton and his wife, sharing a bedroom with their child.

And then, when the exhibit came, they hung my paintings in between the most vulgar ‘Mexican’ tat. Cheap sugar skulls, cheap pottery, an engraving of an Aztec calendar that could have been painted by a child, a few wooden statues that were actually Peruvian, and a bunch of weaved baskets and sombrerotes strewn around some cacti that turned out to be African.

They didn’t want to show what we are. He wanted to show what they think we are: colourful, primitive little curiosities, munching chillies, flipping tortillas on comales and sipping tequilas under a big damn sombrero. And they’ll shove that into our throats until we ourselves end up believing that is all we are.

But I’m getting distracted …

You proposed. You set the terms. You said you hadn’t bought a ring because engagement rings are a stupid gringadera. Word for word what you said the first time you proposed all those years ago. I laughed back then. I don’t laugh now.

Then you asked Manuelito to bring you a bit of cognac, and you had to drink more than half the glass before you could speak on.

You stared at the new gardens, at the pyramid you had built to exhibit your collection of Aztec monigotes, and your big frog eyes swelled even more with tears, but you forced yourself to swallow them. You cleared your throat so hard I thought you were choking with the drink, and then … you asked me to forgive you.

Por todo, you said. Forgive me for everything, my niña preciosa.

You sounded so sweet and vulnerable and pathetic, all at once. The proud, giant toad, shrunk into a tadpole.

You took my hand and I couldn’t resist. Because I still love you, my toad-frog, my sapo rana. I know I shouldn’t, but I still do. And I hate myself for that.

But loving you doesn’t mean I have to forgive all your chingaderas.

I can forgive the infidelities, your drunken sprees, your damn ex-wife Lupita coming every day into my kitchen to cook her damned moronga for you, all the times you have ‘fixed’ my paintings without asking me …

I could forgive you everything, everything except two things: fucking Cristina … and the whole ‘vodka affair’.

Ay, Dieguito. The vodka affair.

How can I ever, ever forgive you for that? I was in jail for you, maldito cabrón!

Three days in the tambo, Diego. Three days! After that bastard Ramón Mercader cracked Trotsky’s skull with an ice axe, just a few streets from my own home.

You knew that the storm was coming. Just a few months ago, in May (that DISASTROUS May of 1940), the Nazis and the Stalinists decided Trotsky couldn’t stay alive anymore, and they sent their assassins to shoot him, and the malnacidos failed just by un pelito.

You knew it might happen, and you were ready. You just fled to Americaca like the damned coward you are, and you left me here to deal with everything! The police interrogated me for six hours, Diego. Six. And I had to lie through my teeth about everything. Even more than you can imagine.

And where were you? Feliz de la vida in San Francisco, painting your Pan American Unity mural for the Golden Gate exhibition, and fucking gringuitas and earning a thousand ‘bucks’ a month. You sent me a photo to show me you were painting me at the centre, near the base, with my best red Tehuana dress and the hand-shaped earrings Picasso sent me when I was in Paris. You thought that I would melt and fall on my knees for you again. I might, might have, if you hadn’t made me look like a drunken xoloitzcuintle head, and also … if I hadn’t been in fucking jail!

And then you had the gall to send me that damned letter from California, asking me to take all your stuff out of your house in San Ángel, because you feared President Cárdenas might find something there to incriminate you (of course he wanted to convict you, after all the dirt you have been dishing about him).

Noguchi told me he read it all in The New York Times. In the puto New York Times! And all the gringos read my name and knew I was in jail. Mamá Matilde must have turned in her grave.

That’s why I couldn’t answer to your proposal. That’s why I choked and I had to run and lock myself in the upstairs bathroom, even if I tripped on the stairs and made my leg burn like there was a fountain of acid inside my ankle. That’s why I locked myself in and I’m now jotting this nonsense in my sketching pad.

But I also locked myself in here because this is where I hid all my writings from New York. All the letters I wrote to you, but they were more for myself because I knew I would never have the courage to send them to you. I hid them under the tiles near the bathtub, where the old electrics used to be (before you and O’Gorman had them ripped out to experiment with your hideous ‘exposed wiring’).

I’ve just been leafing through them and all the horrors came back to me, and now they are swirling in my head like that damned hurricane in Turner’s Snow Storm:

Dorothy’s secrets, all the foul play around her death, that pack of wolves that preyed on her all her life and how I threw myself into that cesspit by ‘asking too many questions’ while researching for her painting.

Ay, Diego, my head is pounding with all those things I’ll never forget, and still I have to keep them all to myself, because no one will
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