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FRIDA’S SECRET BOOK

Among Frida Kahlo’s personal effects, there was a little black book called “The Hierba Santa Book.” It contained a recipe collection for offerings on the Day of the Dead. According to tradition, on November 2 the departed have divine permission to return to Earth, and they must be received with altars filled with Aztec marigolds, sweet pastries, photographs from long ago, religious postcards, mystically scented incense, playful sugar skulls, and votive candles to illuminate their path to the next life. The altars must also be strewn with the departed’s favorite dishes. When the little black book was found in the museum on Londres Street in the beautiful Coyoacán neighborhood, it was instantly a cherished treasure. It was to be exhibited for the first time in a monumental exhibition at the Palacio de Bellas Artes on the anniversary of Frida’s birth. Its mere existence confirmed her passion for building her famous altars to the dead.

But the day the exhibition opened to the public, it was discovered that the notebook had vanished.
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CHAPTER I

That night in July wasn’t like any other; the rains had gone, leaving a starry sky free of careless clouds weeping tears on the city’s residents. Occasionally, a slight breeze whistled like a mischievous child playing in the trees surrounding the imposing blue house slumbering in the warm summer night.

It was precisely on this quiet summer eve that a constant drumming rolled through every corner of the Coyoacán neighborhood. A horse’s hooves clip-clopped against the cobblestone streets. The echo of its steps rang out on every corner and in front of the tall tile-roofed homes to warn residents of the visiting stranger.

Curious, because Mexico City was already a modern metropolis far removed from its archaic fables and provincial legends, the residents of Coyoacán interrupted their suppers to peek at the mysterious rider who came in on a cool summer breeze more appropriate to the dead or to apparitions. A mad dog barked at the stranger, which didn’t bother the beautiful white steed, much less its driver: a sullen horseman dressed in brown with holsters bearing loaded guns crisscrossing his chest. His large straw hat was like a church dome, completely obscuring his face. The only things visible through the shadows were his startling bright eyes and a thick mustache that extended beyond the sides of his face. As he rode by, the elders double-locked, bolted, and barred their doors; they still had fearful memories of the Revolution, when strangers brought ruin and desolation.

The horseman came to a stop at the corner of Londres Street, in front of an indigo house whose all-cobalt façade made it stand out in the neighborhood. The windows looked like giant eyelids on either side of the door. The horse was a bit nervous but calmed down when the man dismounted and tenderly petted its neck. After adjusting his hat and holsters, the stranger swaggered toward the door and pulled the cord to ring the bell. An electric light flicked on and the entire entryway was immediately lit up, revealing an army of moths humming desperately about the spotlight. When Chucho, the houseboy indispensable to any respectable home, stuck his head out and saw the visitor, the man stared straight at him and took a step. Trembling, the houseboy let him in after crossing himself several times and murmuring a few Hail Marys. Without a word, the visitor crossed the hall with giant strides until he reached a marvelous courtyard decorated with artisanal furniture, exotic plants, and pre-Columbian idols. The house was full of contrasts. Objects reminiscent of painful and happy memories, of past dreams and current nightmares, all managed to coexist. Everything spoke of the private world of the owner who waited for the caller in her room.

The newly arrived guest walked through each room with the confidence of someone who knew them by heart. On his way, he ran into a huge cardboard Judas with a thick baker’s mustache, which would not be revered on an Easter Sunday but would serve instead as a model for one of the owner’s paintings; he strolled past grinning sugar skulls; he passed Aztec mortuary figures and a book collection cloying with revolutionary ideas; he crossed the living room that had sheltered artists who had changed a nation and leaders who had transformed the world, but he never looked at the old and familiar photographs of previous tenants, or at the paintings with colors that leapt like rainbows drunk on filmy mescal, until he reached the wooden dining room table, feeling nostalgic for the easy laughs and the noisy get-togethers of yesteryear.

La Casa Azul was a place to welcome friends and acquaintances with pleasure. And the horseman was an old friend of the owner’s, which is why when Eulalia the cook, saw him, she ran to the kitchen lined with shiny Talavera mosaics to get him a drink and prepare some snacks. Of all the rooms in the house, the kitchen was where its heart beat, where the inert edifice came to life. Much more than a simple abode, La Casa Azul was its owner’s sanctuary, refuge, and shrine.

La Casa Azul was Frida herself. It housed all her life’s memories. It was where portraits of Lenin, Stalin, and Mao Tse-tung serenely shared space with rustic altar pieces for the Virgin of Guadalupe. Her collection of porcelain dolls (survivors of various wars), naïve crimson carts, cubist hand-shaped earrings, and miraculous silver pieces—to bless favors granted by saints—flanked Frida’s brass bed. Everything gave testimony to the forgotten wishes of the woman sentenced to live nailed to a bed. Frida: patron saint of melancholia, woman of passion, painter of agonies, who remained in her bed, her gaze on the mirrors that silently struggled to reflect back her best image: the artist, dressed as an indigenous woman from Oaxaca, a Zapotec, or in an array of all the different cultures of Mexico. The harshest of all the mirrors was the one above her bed, which insisted on displaying the theme of her entire body of work: herself.

When the stranger found the bedroom, Frida turned her anguished face, and their eyes met. She looked extremely thin and tired. She seemed much older than her half century of life. She had a faraway look in her coffee-colored eyes, aimless because of the many drugs she was shooting up to keep the pain away—and because of the tequila in which she marinated her lovesickness. Those eyes like dying embers, which had once been fiery flames when Frida spoke of art, politics, and love, were now distant, sad, and—more than anything—weary. She could barely move; an orthopedic corset held her prisoner, restricting her freedom. Her only leg moved nervously in search of its companion—the one that had been amputated months before. Frida stared at her visitor, recalling their previous encounters, each one tied to a misfortune. She had been desperately waiting for this meeting, and when the room filled with the smell of the countryside and wet earth, she knew that the Messenger had at last responded to her call. The Messenger continued to simply stand by, letting his gleaming gaze rest upon her delicate and broken body. They didn’t greet each other; old acquaintances can be forgiven for dispensing with useless niceties. Frida merely lifted her head as if to ask how things were going in his part of the world, and he responded with a slight tug on his hat that indicated everything was just fine. Then, irritated, Frida called for Eulalia to attend to her guest. Her screams were rude and vulgar. Her old humor, flirty and quick, had been buried with her amputated leg; that part of her had died after all the surgeries and the distress of her illness. She was now a bitter lemon when it came to others.

The servant appeared with a tray adorned with flowers and a place mat embroidered with birds that read “Hers” in white rose petals. She placed it on the little nightstand next to the bed. The treats for the visitor included tequila and appetizers.

Nervous because of the man’s presence, Eulalia served the liquor in two blown-glass cups the same blue as the house and accompanied each with respective sangritas. She brought over fresh pico de gallo, a thick oven-baked cheese loaf, and quartered lemons, then vanished.

Eulalia couldn’t avoid the shivers provoked by the stranger’s presence in the house at that hour of the night; he gave her goose bumps. As soon as she could, she explained to the rest of the staff that she’d never seen his body cast a shadow. Like Chucho, she recited the necessary Hail Marys and Our Fathers to keep away the evil eye and funereal airs.

Frida lifted her cup of tequila. With that particular way she had of raising her single brow, she brought the cup to her mouth, in part to mitigate the sharp flashes of pain, and in part to accompany her guest. The Messenger performed his part with the cup but did not drink the sangrita. It was a shame that he slighted it, because it was prepared with one of the recipes that Lupe, Diego’s ex-wife, had taught her. Frida served herself another cup. It was not her first that day, but it would be her very last. The alcohol slipped down her throat, awakening her sleepy head.

“I called you because I need you to take a message to my Godmother. I need to change our appointment on the Day of the Dead. There won’t be an offering this year. I need her to come tomorrow. Tell her I hope the journey will be a joyous one and that I don’t want to come back this time.”

Frida then kept quiet to let the Messenger answer, but, as always, there was no response. Even though she’d never heard his voice, she insisted on talking to him. His eyes, hungry for earth and freedom, stayed upon her. He drank his last tequila like an act of solidarity, put down the cup, turned to leave the room, his spurs jangling, and left the artist a wreck, like her body. He walked across the courtyard like a ranch foreman, passing the patio, where the parrots, dogs, and monkeys all screeched when they saw him. He reached the door, which was held open by Chucho, and bid a dry farewell with a nod, while the terrified houseboy crossed himself more times than a widow on Sunday. The man mounted his white steed anew and disappeared down the street into the blue-black night.

As soon as she heard the hoofs grow faint in the cold wind, Frida wrapped her hand around a brush dripping black ink. She scribbled a phrase in her personal diary and adorned it with vignettes of black angels. She finished the drawing with tears in her eyes. She closed the diary and called the cook again. Then she took a faded notebook from her desk, a gift from days gone by, when she could still dream of living. It had been given to her by her friend Tina a few months before she married Diego. Besides being a keepsake, it was the only wedding gift she’d kept. She opened it to the first page and read with an imperceptible movement of her lips: “Have the courage to live, because anyone can die.” Slowly and carefully, she began to turn the pages, like a librarian before a Bible written on ancient scrolls. There were treasures hidden on each page, pieces of herself scribbled out in recipes she’d spiced up, a delicious stew of poems and commentary about everyone in her life. She called it “The Hierba Santa Book” as a kind of joke. It was there that she kept the recipes she used to build the altars for the Day of the Dead to keep a promise she’d made long ago. She searched through the pages scented with cinnamon, pepper, and small bundles of hierba santa for the recipe she’d give to Eulalia.

“I’m going to entrust you with a very important task, Eulalia. You’ll prepare this dish tomorrow, exactly as I have written it out. You’ll go to the market early to get everything you need. I want it to be sublime.” She pointed to the recipe. She paused to let the anguish pass, knowing life was slipping by, then continued giving orders. “After the rooster crows, get him and slaughter him for the stew.”

“Fridita, you’re going to kill poor Mr. Cock-A-Doodle-Do?” Eulalia asked, astonished. “But he’s your favorite. You spoil him as if he were your own child.”

Frida didn’t bother to respond but simply turned her face and closed her eyes to see if she could get some sleep. Eulalia left the room, the notebook held against her heart.

On the bed that was her prison, Frida dreamt about banquets, sugar skulls, and paintings at an exhibition. When she awoke, she did not see Eulalia. The house was still. She began to question whether the Messenger’s visit, and in fact her whole life, including her first death, had not been a trick played on her by the drugs she’d been prescribed to contend with the pain that so tortured her. After considerable thought, she realized everything was true. And she broke down crying, in rage and in agony, until sleep lulled her away again, far from reality.

[image: images]

Hours later, Diego arrived from his studio in San Ángel.

When he came into the bedroom to see Frida, he found her asleep, wearing a pained expression. He thought it odd that there was a bottle and two half-filled cups of tequila on the nightstand. He was even more intrigued when the servants told him the lady of the house had not had any visitors. He pulled the rocking chair next to his wife’s bed and sat down. He took her hand with great care, as if it were a piece of fine porcelain, and caressed it as if he feared he could hurt her. All the while, his memory journeyed through their shared past: he conjured the fire he still felt for that tiny body he loved with ardor as well as with a child’s devotion to his mother. He savored their nights of sex, of Frida’s white breasts, small as peaches, and recalled the roundness of her ass. He remembered how, when he mentioned it to her, she gave a saucy response: “My ass is like hierba santa?” Then she explained that the herb grew in the shape of a heart. He cried for a while at her side, realizing the source of his rapture was now a withered form. “My Frida, mi querida Fridita,” he murmured as sleep overtook him.

The next morning, after Frida’s favorite rooster announced the new day, just like he had done so marvelously for more than twenty-two years, they twisted his neck and boiled him into a stew. But Frida never brought it to her lips.

The medical report said her death was due to pulmonary complications. With the complicity of the authorities, Diego managed to avoid having her autopsied. Since then, the theory that she committed suicide has spread like the aroma of morning coffee over a slow fire. The last heartrending words Frida wrote in her diary were: “I hope it’s a joyous march, and that I don’t come back this time.”

[image: images]

THE MESSENGER

“Whoever wants to be an eagle should fly; whoever wants to be a worm should crawl and not scream when he’s stepped on,” he once said. He didn’t say it to me. I don’t really know who he said it to, but there’s no doubt he said it. He needs to be offered tequila, sangrita, and something to eat, because he’s surely exhausted from his long journey. I’d be dead on my feet, too, riding around like that.

PICO DE GALLO

Once, when she was in a good mood, Lupe told me that tequila and pico de gallo were indispensable to the pre-dinner ritual in Jalisco. Back in her hometown, when the workers returned home from the fields, they’d sit in leather chairs in the shade of the corridor and eat spicy fruit and cheese loaves between sips of tequila.

2 freshly peeled jicamas

4 large juicy oranges

3 peeled cucumbers

1/2 peeled pineapple

3 unripe mangoes

1 xoconostle (prickly pear) cactus

1 handful green onions

Pomegranate seeds (optional)

6 lemons

4 green chiles

Coarse salt

Ground chile (optional)

[image: images] The jicamas, oranges, cucumbers, pineapple, mangoes, cactus, and green onions must be chopped uniformly and in equal quantities. If pomegranates are added to the dish, the seeds can be arranged like the Mexican flag. The dish must be dressed with juice from the lemons, the chiles, and 1 tablespoon of salt. Or it can be seasoned with the lemons and powdered chile.

CHEESE LOAF

Queso panela horneado

This loaf, from the land of tequila, is made with a very delicious and fresh cheese, different from what I usually buy. You can get it in the markets and little stores. Lupe would bring some from her travels sometimes.

1 queso panela (cheese)

1 large garlic clove

1/4 cup chopped cilantro

1/4 cup chopped parsley

1/4 cup chopped basil

1 tablespoon fresh oregano

1/2 cup olive oil

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

[image: images] The fresh cheese must be placed in a clay pot and covered with a salsa that’s prepared by chopping the garlic clove together with the rest of the ingredients. It’s seasoned with salt and pepper and left to marinate for 6 hours in the open air, either in the courtyard or on the windowsill, careful to make sure the monkeys don’t eat it. Later, it’s oven-baked at 350°F for about 20 minutes or until it begins to melt. It’s served hot. This dish is particularly good as an appetizer accompanied by tostadas or slices of bread.

SANGRITA

I devised this recipe while traveling with Muray. That’s when he taught me that I needed to drink my tequila alongside something bittersweet. I take my tequila straight, like a man, and it has always served me to impress the gringos when they come to see Diego.

2 ancho chiles

2 tablespoons diced onion

2 cups orange juice

1/2 cup lime juice

Salt

Tomato juice (optional)

[image: images] Roast the chiles, and discard the seeds and veins. Boil the chiles for 2 minutes, then let them rest for 10 minutes. In a blender or molcajete (a Mexican mortar and pestle), bring together the onion, orange juice, lime juice, and ancho chiles. Mix well; add salt. More orange juice, lime juice, or tomato juice may be added.

The sangrita is a woman. She’s redolent of spices and onions. She’s who adds color and fire to the macho tequila. The two of them, together, are a perfect idyll.

How I’d love to be that way with my Dieguito. He can be my friend, my son, my lover, my colleague, but never my husband. After the crash on the bus, he’s the worst accident I’ve ever had.
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CHAPTER II

She—the woman who painted the themes she knew best; the one with the deep eyes and thick eyebrows arching like wings about to take flight, the hard mouth, the quick glance, and infinite pain—she was not always this way. Although there were constants: the absence of God—she’d become an atheist on principle—a passion for the day to day, and a lust for tomorrow. In the same way that the monumental ahuehuete trees that silently contemplate history were once seeds, Frida was once a girl.

Frida had learned to sew, to mend, to embroider, to do everything that a good girl should to be married, but she refused to learn to cook. Her palate was limited to an occasional treat from the family dinner table, but, to be frank, that reed of a girl didn’t have much of an appetite.

Not that there was ever a lack of delicious homemade food. Following the deeply rooted traditions of her Spanish and Oaxacan indigenous heritage, her mother was as skilled at preparing the most succulent dishes as she was at having girls. In fact, in the Kahlo household there was an excess of females. Frida was the third of four daughters and, to her imperious mother’s shame, the least feminine. But her father, Guillermo, a German immigrant descended from Jews and Hungarians, thought differently: “Frida is my most intelligent daughter, and the one most like me,” he liked to say.

The child grew up believing she was unique and special, like a four-leaf clover hidden in a field. Nothing else could have been expected of Frida; her roots were so exotic, and her family history—like Mexico’s—so full of pain and earth.

But the Kahlo marriage was strange from the start and ended badly; they were incredibly unhappy. When he was nineteen, Frida’s father emigrated to Mexico, where he exchanged the Teutonic Wilhelm for the more poetic Guillermo; the name agreed more with his new country. He came from a family of artisans who’d passed down a delicate view on life that made him one of the best photographers of his time. But that great talent would not save him from suffering tears and snubs.

As soon as he arrived in Mexico, Guillermo began to work at a jewelry store owned by German immigrants. For this hard young man, the customs in his adopted country contrasted greatly with his obtuse, European way of life. The heat bothered him, as did the zeal with which Mexicans engaged in all their activities. He was amazed by the plunging necklines worn by the girls selling fruit on the streets, their ample breasts on view while they flirted openly with the mule skinners, who took off their shirts without pretext at the first sign of warmth in the spring. But little by little, Mexico’s sounds and smells invaded his nose, his mouth—all of his senses. Soon he felt a great fire in his heart and fell in love with a beautiful local girl named María. The minute he acquired a modicum of financial stability, he married her, and they had their first daughter together.

That’s when pain and misfortune sealed his fate. Death would haunt him just like the epileptic fits he suffered all his life. The second girl born to Guillermo Kahlo died within days of her birth. His wife, determined to give him a son, got pregnant again. With the third pregnancy came a healthy baby girl, but destiny cast a loaded die and left Guillermo a widower with two little girls.

Guillermo’s was a frigid soul, capable of understanding the complex laws of physics, but capable, too, of ignoring the need for a hug from the person he loved the most. The same day his wife died, he began looking for a new partner: he sent the two girls off to a convent and proposed marriage to Matilde, a girl from Oaxaca who worked with him at the jewelry store.

Matilde never loved him, and if she accepted his proposal it was only because he reminded her of her first lover, also a German, who had possessed her in such a way she was sure she’d seen the face of God. To Matilde’s misfortune, that blond angel had killed himself and left her with a fiery passion that Guillermo’s austere soul would never be able to extinguish. From that moment on, religion would be the only succor for this woman’s tormented spirit.

His new father-in-law, Antonio Calderón, taught Guillermo the art of photography. Between the penetrating chemical smells of his trade and hard work every single day, he soon acquired the skills to be a portrait photographer and even learned to paint landscapes, to which he dedicated his sleepy weekends. He became so famous that Porfirio Díaz himself commissioned various pieces from him.

The Kahlos had a marriage of convenience. Matilde gave Guillermo four daughters: Matilde, Adriana, Frida, and Cristina. And Guillermo gave her money, status, and a house in the village of Coyoacán. But the combination of the two of them left a bitter taste unworthy of being savored. His much-awaited heir never came, and so Guillermo educated his third daughter like a boy. The women in Coyoacán said that the day Frida was born they could smell change in the air. Those were difficult days, when the future hung by a thread and hope was scarce. People remembered the slaughter of the striking workers in Río Blanco and talked about a little man from up north named Madero who preached like Jesus about a new future in which the government would be democratically elected. Those whispers and rumors mingled at the market with the news of the Kahlo family’s newest arrival.

Frida had the misfortune of not being cared for by her mother. Matilde refused even to feed her, so Guillermo contracted an indigenous nursemaid who took care of the girl from the moment she was born. She lovingly fed her delicious traditional dishes and entertained her with songs from the countryside.

As the years passed, the gentle breezes became a windstorm, and, beyond the great walls surrounding the big house in Coyoacán, Death began to circle, icy winds carrying anguish and fear. The country became a slaughterhouse during the Revolution. And when, up at the governing palace, President Madero was betrayed by General Victoriano Huerta, who ordered that he be shot in cold blood, Death knocked on the Kahlos’ door. That February day, a strange northern wind began to blow between the trees around the big house. Leafy branches swung from side to side like giant hands reaching for the Kahlo home. The streets were swept by a devastating dust storm that forced everyone to take refuge wherever they could. The tempest worsened and, like an angry ogre, brought down trees and lampposts. The town’s washerwomen and gossips said that a gale like that carried the screams of a woman in labor. No one imagined that those icy currents were a call to a worried Guillermo, who observed it all while protected behind his window. His little Frida was sick in bed. When the doctor left, Guillermo slammed shut the front door to make sure that evil wind did not sneak inside their home.

“Doctor, what’s wrong with my daughter?” he’d asked as the doctor gathered his hat.

“She’s very sick, Guillermo. She has polio. If it’s not brought under control, it will affect her nervous system, and that could leave her paralyzed or even kill her,” the physician explained.

Guillermo and Matilde each responded in their own way: she sighed deeply; he closed his eyes and lowered his head. Neither shed a single tear. But Frida’s nanny, who’d been listening behind the door, shed enough for the girl’s parents and her sisters, too. Her lamentations crept past the locks on the door and windows, swirling with the mysterious wind that roiled the streets, drawing it near, just as an injured prey draws a predator with the scent of its own blood.

Before going to bed, Guillermo Kahlo visited the room where the tiny six-year-old rested in a huge bed flanked by wooden columns standing guard at each corner. Even though he tended to be dry and distant, sometimes barely turning his head toward his daughters, that night he gazed sweetly at his favorite child. In his hands was a hardcover book covered with gold letters and pictures of elves, fairies, and princesses.

“What do you have under your arm, Papá?” Frida asked with a big smile.

Her father sat by her side and, with a rare tenderness, held the book out to her.

“It’s a gift. I bought it for your birthday, but I thought maybe you’d like to read it now,” he said as he caressed her obsidian hair.

“What’s it about, Papá?” Frida asked, curious.

“They’re stories about my country, about Germany. Two brothers collected them so they wouldn’t be forgotten. They’re the Grimm Brothers’ tales.”

The girl eyed the book and became immediately fascinated by its many bright colors. Her smile grew when she discovered a story about a young man who meets a mysterious being in the middle of the road. The creature wears a long black cape and carries an enormous scythe. Frida was astounded to see it was a skull looking down on the young man. She looked for the story’s title: “The Dead Godmother.”

“Who is the dead godmother?” she asked.

Unlike her mother, her father was a freethinker, an atheist who hated talking about religion, faith, and death. But he was a bit taken aback by the question because, all morning long, that story had been haunting him.

“That’s my favorite story. It tells how Death wanders the Earth, trying to put out the candles that represent human life. One day, Death agrees to become a boy’s godmother and gives him the gift of knowing who will live and who will die. But she warns him that he can’t oppose her decisions, because Death can’t be deceived or contradicted. When the boy grows up, he becomes a famous healer who saves his patients or kindly helps them deal with their upcoming demise. One day, he falls in love with a princess and, when he sees that his godmother wants to take her to her domain, he offers himself instead.”

“Does he do it? Can a common man cheat Death, Papá?”

“He doesn’t cheat her, he makes a deal with her. If you’re smart, sometimes you can cut a deal with Death, but you have to be very careful what you ask for,” he explained when he saw how much his daughter was enjoying the story.

“Do you think Death wants to be my Godmother and save me from this illness?”

The question upset poor Guillermo. Although he was an atheist, he preferred not to tempt fate by invoking death in such a banal fashion, especially since his daughter’s life was in danger at that very moment. He decided not to respond and chose instead to read her the story of a boy who leaves home so he can experience fear.

While Guillermo and Frida continued reading fantastic stories about singing donkeys, sleeping princesses, and generous fairies, the Kahlos’ doorbell rang. Frida’s nanny half opened the door, unsure of who might visit during such a storm. A tall, slender woman dressed in fine silk, with a stole that looked like a feathered snake, a broad-rimmed hat with flowers, and a veil that covered her face, stood on the other side of the door. But, convinced that cold breezes never bring good things, the nanny refused to let the elegant woman enter.

“Good evening, young lady. I’ve come to visit family but I’m lost. I can hear shots in the distance and I’m frightened. Could I please take refuge in your home?” she asked with utter poise.

The nanny hitched up her shawl, rearranged her apron, and slammed the door in her face. But the woman didn’t move or lose her composure.

“¡Largate! Get out of here! Frida will get well, you’ll see!” the nanny growled.

“It’s bad manners to not invite company in; it’s even worse to send them on their way without offering them something to eat or drink,” the woman said from the other side of the door.

Quickly, the nanny rushed to the kitchen and packed up tamales, a hot drink, bread, and sweets. She rushed back to the door and opened it only enough to push the food through.

“Here you go, fill your bones with that and be gone!” she snarled, again closing the door in the woman’s face.

When she didn’t hear anything more, the nanny opened the window a crack so narrow that a mouse could barely get through and quietly looked around. There wasn’t a soul in sight. Still frightened, she turned to find little Frida standing behind her.

“Who was that?” she asked.

“Off to bed, young lady, if your mother sees you she’s going to be very, very mad,” she answered.

The ominous wind that had been blowing since morning finally subsided. The nanny took Frida back to bed and, smiling, gave her tamales and a hot maize drink. Now she knew for sure that the child would get well.

Frida survived polio but it left her with one leg shorter than the other. From then on they called her Pata de Palo—Peg Leg—at school, confirming that it’s possible to escape Death but not the cruelty of children.

[image: images]

MY NANNY’S RECIPES

My nanny was from Oaxaca and loved to sing “La Zandunga” as she prepared a meal for me and my sister, Cristi, while we played with our dolls under her enormous petticoats.

She would tell us stories about apparitions. “The dead only come for Mass, to show where gold is buried, or to annoy. That’s why you always have to give them something to eat, so they’ll go away,” she’d say with a big smile. What I remember best about her were her lace blouses. I’ve managed to find a few like them on my travels with Diego. But I’ll never forget her tamales: they could certainly wake the dead.

PUMPKIN TAMALES

Tamales de calabaza

Diego told me that indigenous people consider a really good tamale, the kind eaten in the pueblos, a gift from the gods. Tamales were part of the Miccailhuitontli, the Feast of the Dead. And the Indians were absolutely right: When you see the tamales warm and dressed in corn leaves, they look like dear little dead children, dressed for their own funerals. When the priests arrived in the New World, they changed the feast date to All Saints’ Day. It’s always the imperialists who screw over the Indians, while they quietly eat their masa.

2 1/4 pounds small pumpkins

3 red cuaresmeño or jalapeño chiles

2 Oaxaca string cheeses

1 big handful epazote leaves (just the leaves)

Salt

Baking soda

1/4 cup lard

2 1/4 pounds corn masa

1 handful green corn husks

[image: images] Everything must be chopped very finely: pumpkins, chiles, cheese, and the epazote leaves. Dissolve the salt in a little bit of water with the baking soda, then mix into the lard for softness. Mix the lard with the masa. Pour 1 spoonful of the mixture into each corn husk, pat it down to extend it, and add a spoonful of the chopped pumpkin and other ingredients. Fold the husks and steam them for 1 1/2 hours. You know they’re cooked when the husk can be peeled off. A coin is usually added to the steamer so that it will vibrate if the water boils off.

PINEAPPLE CORN DRINK

Atole de pi[image: images]a

4 cups water

Corn masa

1 very ripe pineapple

Sugar to taste

3 quarts milk

A pinch of baking soda

[image: images] Stir the water and masa together, letting the mixture rest for 15 minutes. Then strain the mixture and set the water aside. Peel and chop the pineapple, then liquefy it in a blender. Strain it, then heat it until it boils. Blend in the masa and sugar. Lower the heat and continue to cook for 15 minutes. Add the milk and baking soda. Leave it on the heat without stirring until it’s cooked through and through. Do not let it boil again.

FRITTERS AND BROWN SUGAR SAUCE

Bu[image: images]uelos y miel de piloncillo

4 cups sifted flour

4 ounces lard

1/2 teaspoon anise dissolved in 1 cup water

Corn oil for frying

1 pound curds

[image: images] Knead the flour and lard. Add the anise water until the mixture is soft and manageable. Let it rest for 1 hour. Then make little balls that are rolled out over a floured surface, keeping them round and long. Heat the oil and fry the fritters. Remove the fritters and let them rest on a papered surface to absorb the excess grease. To make the sauce, boil 3 cups brown sugar, 4 cups of water, 1 big cinnamon stick, 4 guavas, and 3 apples until the sauce thickens. To serve, put the fritters on a big plate, sprinkle crumbled curds over them, then cover with the sauce.


[image: images]

CHAPTER III

Frida’s childhood, like that of everyone who grew up in the twentieth century, was anchored in a difficult and hypocritical society. The bonds of Family were particularly tight in the Kahlo home. The Rules were enforced to the letter of the law. Whoever chose to break them was subject to harsh punishment and Mamá Matilde’s ponderous sermons. Matilde was a beautiful woman but very arrogant and self-righteous. Her husband captured her defiant chin—as well as the kind of pride that can only be allowed in a Zapotec queen with rich lips and enormous black eyes—in silver and gelatin prints. Oh, what a combination for Frida! A father who possessed Germanic cool and a mother with the haughtiness of indigenous nobility.

One of the family’s inviolable rules was that they must attend Sunday Mass. Impeccably dressed, the girls went to the parish of St. John the Baptist, which was just a few blocks from home. They had a private pew where their mother, the girls, and their staff listened to the Sunday sermon. Afterward, Frida was allowed to stroll the town’s main plaza, from which she’d occasionally escape in cahoots with Cristina, her younger sister, to the Coyoacán fish farms, a jungle-like park crisscrossed by an elusive river that wound between rocks and trees. The aftereffects of polio were no obstacle to Frida’s tree climbing and whirlwind play. In fact, her doctor recommended she be allowed to indulge her taste for adventure. Thanks to her father’s support, Frida became quite good at a number of sports, including swimming, soccer, boxing, skating, and biking. She competed with boys, not caring that the town gossips whispered that such activities were not appropriate for a respectable young woman. To disguise her thinner polio leg, she’d layer sock upon sock until it looked as thick. But even so, she wasn’t able to avoid the cruelty of neighborhood boys who, jealous of her talents, called her Birdie Peg Leg because when she ran, she appeared to be trying to take flight.

One sleepy morning when the early dew still covered the forests, Frida was playing with her sister Cristina under her nanny’s watchful eye when a foreboding wind began to blow, lifting their starched skirts. For the girls it was all fun, but their nanny recognized the earthly signs sent to warn of impending strife. Her fears were realized when a horseman galloped by, announcing the arrival of revolutionaries. She immediately called out to the girls, who had disappeared among the thick tree trunks and forest scrub and refused to answer. Her frightened screams were heard amid the distant cacophony of rebel gunshots when the poor woman, in her harried search, finally found the girls squatting under a fallen tree as they watched, in awe, a skirmish between the Zapatista rebels and government soldiers. She immediately tugged them by the arms to drag them home, but Frida resisted, not wanting to leave behind the brave spectacle of those men in rags taking on the much-better-equipped soldiers. Frida finally relented, and they ran as fast as they could down the cobblestone streets until they reached the house, but found the door locked to keep out the commotion. Luckily, their sister Matilde saw them through the window and rushed to tell their mother who, with pistol in hand, opened a window to let them in. Just a few steps behind them, the soldiers and rebels were killing each other.

Bullets ripped through the rebels, and it looked like victory was tipping toward the government soldiers. Frida was amazed to hear her mother shout to the Zapatista contingent to take refuge in their house. Her mother and nanny opened the heavy door that protected them and the men rushed in, carrying their injured comrades. And it was right then, as the two women closed the door while they continued to pray aloud—so as to avoid a stray tragic bullet—that Frida saw for the first time the strange presence that would follow her for the rest of her life: the Messenger. Through the crack in the door as it closed, Frida’s eyes lighted upon a dark man with a thick mustache and hungry eyes who, while astride his beautiful white steed, emptied his pistol in rapid succession into a government soldier. The girl remained lost in her vision, sure that she’d never forget those eyes in which she recognized a cold-blooded man who carried Death with every bullet. The thud of the door brought her back from her trance.

“In this house, we respect freedom, and so we ask you, gentlemen, to also show some respect,” Mamá Matilde told the Zapatistas who were lying about the living room.

Servants attended to the injured men, who didn’t seem so dangerous anymore. They looked hungry and were so filthy that their features seemed distorted to the girls.

“There’s not much to eat, so you’ll have to make do with what little we have until things calm down. Then you’ll have to go, because I don’t need any trouble from the government,” Frida’s mother warned them. Later she ordered her four daughters to take additional food to the men.

Saved from the terrible concert of gunshots, the whinnying of horses, and screams of pain out in the streets, the men devoured corn gorditas, shortbread, and aguas frescas. By nightfall, the only sound outside was the aimless trotting of a riderless horse.

Frida and Matilde, her older sister, were charged with keeping watch; they had to make sure everything was calm enough on the streets so that the injured rebels could return to their camp. Before heading out, Frida grabbed a fistful of orange shortbreads like the ones they’d fed to the wounded, taking little mousy bites to allay her nerves.

When they opened the door, all they found outside was desolation and darkness; there wasn’t a single sentry who dared to light the streetlamps, which were splattered with the blood of men and horses from both sides. The girls scanned the area. Curious by nature, Frida walked ahead of her sister to inspect the holes the bullets had made in the now-lifeless bodies and the large red ovals that had pooled beneath them. She walked along the cobblestones, letting the echo of her footsteps bounce off the walls. Without realizing it, she left her sister behind and was swallowed by the night. The same wind that had blown in that morning to warn them about the battle now made her shudder. A sudden gust stopped her dead in her tracks and fear nailed her feet to the ground. She found herself face-to-face again with the revolutionary she’d seen that morning. The man was astride his horse but not moving. Both creatures gazed at her with incandescent eyes. She thought about running for help, but that heavy wind, like a blanket of earth over a tomb, struck her as strangely familiar.

“Your men are at the house. My mother took them in, cared for them, and gave them food to eat,” Frida said with false aplomb, because though she’d always been brave, that towering horse scared her.

The man didn’t respond, but the pawing horse snapped the tiles on a nearby bench with his hooves.

“I have orange shortbreads. Do you want some?” She stretched her arm out to offer them to him.

He reached down
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