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			For Albéric, mi cielo, mi vida,

			and for Frida de Gayardon, of course

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			I’d like to paint you, but there are no colours.

			Frida Kahlo to Diego Rivera

		

	
		
			

			I

			Mexico City, 1928

			Blue

			Tenderness can also be this blue . . .

			The Diary of Frida Kahlo

			

		

	
		
			

			Cobalt Blue

			 

			He is all she sees, doesn’t even need to look at him.

			Always there, in constant motion, not quite in her blind spot. At the edge of her vision, where things are more sensed than actually seen. A spectacular shape, half pachy­derm, half octopus with bewitching tentacles that reach into every inch of space tainted by his spreading form. A dramatic prize every woman longs to pin to her bodice – her body, so well-­behaved, impaled. This hundred-­kilo man’s uncanny agility and excess of pink flesh serve only to underscore his unlikely suppleness and the sudden speed of his hard-­on, arousing in women an immediate and unshakeable taste of the forbidden. Diego Rivera thrills the weaker sex with a magnetic force – something they can’t even admit; he’s like a potent scent causing heads to spin in its wake, modesty to be abandoned, chests to swell, a flush of primitive possessive instinct.

			The party goes up an octave when he appears: insolence is unleashed, beauty spots shimmer, slumbering audacities are aroused. Things start to sizzle. His presence alone disrupts the indecisive eroticism of the smooth-­talkers and well-­built physiques. He attracts and enthrals. Gazing at him, Frida thinks of those bright spots, the annoying flashes that linger before your eyes, even if shut, when aggressive lights have irritated the retina to such an extent that their phantom presence persists behind blinking lids. By what grace does this monster’s aura prompt the sprink­ling of such aphrodisiacs? For Diego is indeed ugly, and it’s a frank, self-­deprecating ugliness. A delicious ugliness that whets the appetite, makes you want to sink your teeth into that fat belly, gorge yourself on it, dirty your teeth, lick those powerful fingers, an ugliness that makes you want to run your tongue over those bulging eyes that are too wide-­set and of no discernible colour.

			

			She tears herself away from her contemplation of Mexico’s most acclaimed painter, letting her eyes wander over the rest of the gathering, a shapeless, heady mass of possibilities. Truly, she thinks, one soirée is no different to any other. It’s the same fleeting curtain drawn over the day’s duties, voices are louder, people breathe deeper, drink more and ever faster, laughter comes quicker and tumbles from a mouth that dives towards a woman passing within easy reach, kisses her. But in their own enigmatically charming fashion, none of Tina Modotti’s soirées ever resemble the last. They offer the promise of such misbehaviour that Frida enjoys slipping in unobtrusively to observe.

			Frida Kahlo moves from one room to another to change perspective and better soak up the volatile landscape of drunken passions being sprayed about. She eyes off men disguised as grandees from old Spain, every button gleaming, hair virile, every lock subdued, every seam aligned, their elegant bearing just asking to be undone; and these handsome, well-­groomed poets rub shoulders with other hombres in rumpled shirts, wearing the only pair of trousers they own, pulled on over greying underwear every morning of the week, manual labourers and men of few possessions, but to her they all smell of the same impeccable sweat, they all paint a single picture, because Frida sees them naked, erasing their proud poses, their demeanours and their accessories with the bat of an eye. In her mind, they are no more than an agglomeration of taut muscles, tendons, dark-­haired torsos and the soft, oversized feet of young men. The women here at Tina’s are no different, equally as haughty, and bubbling over with the same hot-­bloodedness; they, too, are free. The wayward dressmakers’ apprentices, who’ve come to toss a few down, chat at similar volume to those born with their dresses already tailored to drape over their derrieres; class warfare is settled in the time it takes to get soused. Tina Modotti is an adventuress. A politically active Italian photographer with a plethora of lovers, she has the relaxed face of those women whose beauty is no more than an unexpected detail of their intelligence and savoir-­faire. Of their savoir exister. It is her friend, Germán de Campo, who brought Frida into this artistic communist world (a pleonasm?), when finally she was freed from the medical corset that had, for so many long months, kept her bound to her bed, and she was once more able to resume her life, even if no normal life, a life nonetheless. She met Tina Modotti through the Mexican Communist Party, which Frida had just joined. They had won each other over with their first embrace, and by their second the adoration was mutual. Frida loves Tina’s Italian nose, her sculptural bust and her chignon, which she shakes loose, flirting, to the rapid-­fire rhythm of her staccato chatter. Frida loves how Tina, a foreigner, photographs Mexico’s women from behind but its streets face-­on, and its flowers as only stemless blooms. Frida loves how Tina loves Mexico.

			

			Frida remains subdued, her body still not fully recovered from the Accident. Sure, it overheats, this body of hers, like any piece of sheet metal in the full sun. It flares, braising in clear alcohol to the serenade of guitarrones and intransigent trumpets, in the desire to lose herself, to send herself to the place from which one does not return intact, but her legs barely support her. Frida must relearn everything. Every one of her gestures leads to consequences both unknown and terrifying, crouching pain ready to bite. It makes her cold, being this cautious, she who was only ever in a rush.

			Racing at top speed through the school corridors, playing leap-­frog atop the garden walls of her neighbourhood, racing down the aisles of overly serious professors’ classrooms, or if she has to leap up into a stand or climb a tree, racing through the streets of Mexico City so as not to miss a single encounter which might change your day, or your whole life, racing about like some headless chicken, Frida, the insatiable firebrand who since childhood would only ever play boys’ games, rising to every pressing challenge involving the graze of a knee, the arousal of senses, the scratch of a face.

			

			These days, Frida’s legs are dead wood, rusted on at the age of twenty, ever since the Accident, but, like an itch, they retain the memory of impudence past and a former unerring recklessness, and it has made this fiendish body of hers schizophrenic, so, as Frida admires Germán or Tina dancing wildly, frenetic and unrestrained, it’s a little as if she’s dancing with them as Tina hikes up her skirts, dampening crotches and foreheads, serenely and light-­heartedly serving up more tequila to her Cuban lover, Antonio Mella . . . Mella the Superb, with the face of a Grecian statue, whom anybody would devour in two mouthfuls, drawing no distinction between his head, his body and his speeches.

			The phonograph screeches, the bohemian crowd continues to pour in like ants to a honey pot. Everything is bright, political, tragic. Prudishness is banished, along with any taboos. And after those long months of being bedridden, Tina’s all-­night bashes are the perfect way for Frida to get herself back on her feet. Only twenty yet feeling old, she would like once more to inhale her youth, to pull taut the golden thread of her former turbulence that had always propelled her through the world in a trail of will-­o’-­the-­wisps, and at least this raucous conversation and chit-­chat scrubs her head clean, the music runs through her, pierces her veins, she can’t let loose, not yet, she hopes, but it will come back, it’s already coming back, she sings all the same, grasping any old friend by the neck, because they are all her friends, she moves from gullet to throat, warmed gently by the mezcal, every drop of which works to tilt reality. Frida still knows how to drink, she drinks solidly on her papier-­mâché legs. She knows she will never again have this feeling of being twenty years old, this furious vertigo of a body forever asserting its youth, but here comes Tina now, the wild-­haired goddess, hips swaying, leaning into her ear.

			

			Tina wants to introduce her to Diego Rivera, who is here this evening. She has been looking for her everywhere. ‘Frida, I was looking for you everywhere. Diego Rivera is over there, making a display of himself. I must introduce you. He has ten women hanging from his lips and off his shirt.’

			Frida feigns surprise. ‘Oh really? No, I hadn’t seen him.’

			Tina takes her by the shoulder and hauls her off in search of the monstruo. At last. The two women elbow their way through the bacchanalia. Frida unconsciously straightens, unfurls, as if gathering herself. The wait is over. In truth, she came only for this – well, almost – to meet Rivera.

			And suddenly there is the sound of a firecracker exploding. Shouts erupt, and the sharper cries of women, a table cracks, there’s a crush, it’s chaos. Tina abandons Frida and her matchmaking, all hell’s breaking loose on the patio. Laughter rings out, despite the wreckage, songs boom and drunken men explode onto the street, clutching bottles, looking for more trouble as the night wears on. And the women follow. Or beat them to it. Because parties never end; they just move on.

			

			But here, everything is topsy-­turvy because that fool Rivera brought out his pistol and took a shot at the phonograph – so Frida Kahlo understands, all smiles, delicately lighting an umpteenth cigarette.

			She breathes in, then exhales the smoke. Ever the aesthete.

			Expectant.

			Rivera forgot a jacket when scarpering off, its turned cuffs revealing the colour of the lining, a blue that is almost violet, a cobalt blue. In the now empty salon, Frida shrugs the jacket over her shoulders, it’s so big she disappears into it, and she raises its large sleeves to her face, her arms lost, it smells of leather and tuberose. Greedily, she snuffles up the painter’s scent, sniffs his traces. It’s perfect, this cobalt blue, it seems, there is nothing more beautiful to create a mood.

			Maybe next time, Diego, I have all the time in the world. That’s the lesson I’ve learned in the corset’s prison. Time.

		

	
		
			

			Steel Blue

			Penetrating blue that steals away to the night

			They make love. Which means what? Frida has taken off her clothes, undressed herself and quickly too, skirt thrown to the floor, abandoned with little regard, shirt unbuttoned, one button, another, and another, it slips, naked body, panties slipped off, gently, she carries her body tall, no timidity, no affected virtue, she has trained her body very early on, through its betrayals: too thin, narrow hips, leg damaged by polio, the girl who limps, peg-­leg-­Frida. Slender assets when it comes to flesh on the bone, as she has observed from every direction and in complete impartiality, the hollows, the bumps. Those are the cards that have been dealt: no glory there, no second print run.

			At first, Diego helps himself, ravenous. He falls on you with no compunction, gluttonous, thick with saliva and teeth, he gives the impression of seeing nothing, of tasting blind, all rummaging snout, he’s on the hunt, appropriating smells, declensions of skin colour, hurried and joyful. He is no more than a pair of nimble, persistent hands, a first lap as proprietor with picky taste, and he is still dressed.

			

			She undresses him, slides off his belt to release his broad, shapeless clothes, looking for a path through the abundance, ridding herself of the great black shoes that need to be yanked off with a quick tug, leaving him with Stetson on his head, unshackling this body that is Diego, known as far away as Europe, a legendary totem, twice her age and having lived ten lives for her one, she gains the upper hand, neither of them laugh, too engrossed in their urgency, she rides him side-­saddle, kisses his man-­breasts, conscious of the carnival of ass and women who have preceded her, expert, virtuous or depraved, who have performed the same actions yet not done the same things. It’s always for the first time, sex. And, sitting astride the magic mountain, Diego, suddenly so light and deft, master of possession, sure of his rights, the ideal manipulator, gluttonous child, expertly claiming the interior, window shopping, artful button, lustful pestle, pearlescent collar bones, this tiniest of women, never to be outdone, ever stormy, a barking whelp, slides from all sides into the machinery. They make love, which means what?

			And then it’s done, tension released, patches wiped away or not, it’s peaceful, there’s no light, they did not turn it on when they launched themselves at each other, for that first time, the two of them, making love for the first time together, it’s like the first bottle being opened at a party, with a hint of ceremony, but mainly with passion, a lot of it, because it had been so longed for, that party, and Diego, without looking at her, asks Frida, ‘Dear God, what on earth are all those scars?’

			

			She knows everything about him, about his mythology, and he knows nothing of her; she is nobody. He is Mexico’s greatest painter; she is from Coyoacán, of mixed race, twenty years his junior and with a broken spine to boot. So she tells him. She answers his question.

			It happened more than two years ago. She was with Alejandro, her love, her novio, they had been walking in Mexico City instead of going to classes, nonchalant, light-­hearted and a little like reprobates, no real purpose. It was a day in September, when summer is blanching, and the season’s scents growing heavy. She had bought some trinkets, miniature dolls and bracelets, she can’t help herself: a mere glance at a worthless object and it is transformed into an indispensable talisman. She says Alejandro found it touching, even if he grew a little irritated by these child-­sorceress fetishes, the sacred knick-­knacks she collects.

			She whispers all this to Diego in the dark. They’re becalmed, bantering, in the cool of their exertions, their bodies odorous and adjacent.

			Alejandro and Frida have climbed onto the bus to head home. She realises as soon as she sits down that she no longer has her parasol. She fusses and fidgets, turns to Alejandro. ‘But where could it be, my parasol? I had it just now when we walked through the market.’

			

			‘Don’t worry, Frida, it’s only a parasol.’

			Not worrying is not possible, Frida is afraid of losing her possessions because they reassure her, are extensions of herself, she makes Alejandro get back off the bus and there they are, back on the footpath.

			‘Where do you want to look?’ Alejandro admonishes her, he will buy her another, one more beautiful, he convinces Frida, and leads her back to catch the next bus.

			Frida has already forgotten her parasol; objects have no value other than their story and the story is writing itself sobre la marcha. The promised new parasol will be enhanced by this misadventure. They have taken a seat, squeezed up next to each other, at the back of the bus, which is jam-­packed, Frida pressed against Alejandro’s body, the body she knows by heart, just as she is now pressed, this evening, to the hitherto unknown body of Rivera as she recounts her story. The bus is brand new, Frida notes, its paintwork spanking bright, with pristine benches for seats, she notices a woman too whose child is playing up, he has extraordinary eyes, steel blue, his mother’s hair is cinched back in a low, heavy chignon and her son pulls on a lock, a teasing tyrant. The weary mother smiles. Frida thinks she ought to give up her seat because the woman is standing, then her eyes are drawn to the tools of a man with his back to her, in overalls spattered in tan paint, a house painter surely.

			

			And it’s then she sees it. The streetcar. A streetcar opposite her, on the bus’s righthand flank, she laughs, because it seems as if it’s heading straight for them, it’s the sort of nervous laugh that accompanies the sudden appearance of the unexpected, an optical illusion, which has us toy with being afraid. She exclaims, but perhaps she only imagines that – Look, Alejandro, the streetcar! She thinks: It will pass by. Yes, of course it will go past! It looks like it’s going to plough right into us, but it’ll go past. She anticipates the chaos; she doesn’t believe it, because she’s invincible, she wears Aztec armour, she is a spirit. It’s a joke.

			She looks at Alejandro, he’s seated, clutching his bag, mindlessly, in his left hand, his gaze wandering calmly in the opposite direction. She thinks about the pebble in her pocket, which she picked up on the way, nothing can happen to her. She’s not afraid. Why isn’t she afraid? All these thoughts flash past in a second. And Alejandro doesn’t have time to answer her, supposing she really did say the words out loud – Look, Alejandro, the streetcar – because the streetcar literally plunges into the bus.

			The collision happens very calmly for her, everything in silent slow motion, the streetcar enters the bus as if in a dream, without making a sound. The bus buckles, like it’s elastic, a docile accompaniment to the grotesque deformation inflicted on the gleaming bus by the streetcar obstinately insisting on passing right through it, and the bus twists on itself more and more, horseshoe-­like, it doubles back on itself, like the body of a Madonna violated by the assault of some terrifying lout, and Frida feels reassuring contact at her knees, but that doesn’t make sense: those are her neighbour’s knees, who was sitting opposite, that are now touching her in this bus bent in two, eyes widen in astonishment and everything explodes.

			

			 

			Diego says not a word, he’s listening to Frida, one arm across her chest, coiled up in her story, not moving a muscle except for a finger, which is stroking the hollow of Frida’s underarm, unthinking, because it’s so soft, that spot, and it seems some gentle touch, however slight, is necessary.

			‘We were right at the corner of Cuahutemozin and Calzada de Tlalpan.’

			And everything explodes.

			She doesn’t know if she has lost consciousness, she has the feeling of having kept her eyes open the whole time, remained conscious, she wondered where her things were – that’s what she remembers, with clarity, of being worried about her things, her bag resting on Alejandro’s knees, sitting next to her on the bench seat of the bus that, obviously, no longer existed. Neither Alejandro, nor the bag, nor the bus existed anymore, and in the bag, which had vaporised, there had been a little wooden instrument, a blue cup-­and-­ball, which made a sound of rolling marbles if you shook it – so charming – she had just bought it. Where is it, where’s the bag? And where is Alex? And what about her? Is she sitting down, lying, standing? She has lost her body’s compass. She senses an agitation rising in waves nearby, then screams, and harrowing sobs explode, the way an otherwise distant rumble would sound abruptly and aggressively loud were you to pull a mute from a cornet.

			

			She is not in pain, not then; she’s disorientated. At last she sees Alejandro, his face blackened, he’s leaning down and seems to want to take her in his arms. A sullied angel. When a man turns to her novio and says, urgently, that it has to be pulled out, she thinks, what needs to be pulled out? Alejandro blanches and holds Frida while the man, in a way that brooks no argument, places a knee on her legs to hold her still.

			Hold me why? she wonders, her mind skittering.

			Suddenly the man shouts – Let’s go! And pulls with all his strength on a piece of iron railing that is sticking out. Frida breaks out of her blurry haze in a blaze of pain and tearing entrails, a carnivorous fire that renders the very notion of pain obsolete.

			It was poking out from her, the rod, piercing her chest from one side to the other.

			She demonstrates with a gesture to Diego the way one would pull a sword from its scabbard, a single motion, brutal and virile, and Diego remains silent.

			‘And the absurd thing is that, quite irrationally, I had climbed off the earlier bus, Diego. I got off because of a parasol I’d misplaced.’

			Alejandro told her, later, that while they were looking everywhere for her in the wreckage, he had heard an otherworldly cry. ‘Look, over there! A dancer! There’s a dancer!’ Eyewitnesses to the accident were pointing at a woman who was entirely naked, as if stripped by the enormous shock, a recumbent effigy amid the debris, robed in the vivid red of fresh blood, sequined with gold dust.

			

			‘That was me, Diego. I was the dancer. I was the spectacle. People were looking at me. The housepainter who had been in the bus with me, wearing his spattered overalls, had had a pot of golden paint along with his other equipment, and it had spilled on the point of impact. All over me. The dancer, the ballerina, that was all that remained of me. I don’t even know if the painter survived. I was told I’d been covered in his paint and that I was completely naked. I don’t know what happened, either, to the child with those very blue eyes.’

			She recites some lines from her favourite poet: 

			Alone I had thought, yet soon a troop gathers around me,

			Some walk by my side and some behind, and some embrace my arms or neck,

			They the spirits of dear friends dead or alive, thicker they come, a great crowd, and I in the middle . . .

			 

			Diego recognises Walt Whitman and tightens his embrace. He would like to say to her that what she is telling him is so horrible that it’s beautiful. He kisses her back, kisses the traces.

			

			‘Everything’s broken on the inside, but you can’t see that it is, can you?’ Frida asks him.

			Yes, you can see, he thinks, you can see it in the effort that goes into every one of your movements, Frida, because such an insistent will to live can only be hiding one’s dread. You can see. So he simply says:

			‘I see you, Frida.’

		

	
		
			

			Royal Blue

			The bright blue of dyer’s woad

			She went looking for him all alone, the great painter of Mexico – el gran pintor – she knew where she would find him. She had been waiting for this confrontation with Rivera for ever and he did not intimidate her. Because nobody intimidates Frida.

			She had already met the charming Orozco – they take the same bus between Coyoacán and Mexico City – and at Tina’s place she crossed paths with Siqueiros, whom she found gloomy.

			Rivera, Orozco and Siqueiros: the holy trinity of muralists. Which of them is the Holy Spirit? They are the people’s kings: thanks to them, painting has broken free of bourgeois salons, a sense of colour and excess has been rediscovered, perspectives mourned. The men and women in their frescos stand three metres tall, so fresh and vital, beckoning to the crowd. When the philosopher, Vasconcelos, was made Minister of Education in 1921, he undertook to make books available to all and to put art on public walls. And so it was. For the time being, painting is no longer an asset for the initiated. Painting has become monumental, accessible and enlightening. It’s giving an illiterate public the right to read their national history, giving the poor – all of them, and for free – the right to rouse their sublimated Native Mexican roots.

			

			Frida knew where to find him because Diego had for months now been painting the façades of the Secretariat of Public Education. When Rivera launches into a new mural, all Mexico City knows about it, the news flushes through the city’s veins and washes through discussions; it’s a distraction for the people, like the marketplace or mariachi guitars. People go out of their way to sit down for a moment, watch the master apply his colours. The show is on the house.

			Frida has already seen him paint. She has even watched him work when she was a student, for hours at a time, without his knowing. She would go to observe him in secret, because Rivera was creating a fresco for the walls of the Bolívar Amphitheatre at her preparatoria school. It was Diego Rivera’s first mural in Mexico City since his return from Paris, where he had spent ten years in the company of all bohemian Europe, from Fujita to Picasso, from bistro to bar. That fresco, Creation, bore influences of the Italian style of painting that Rivera had admired on his travels to Assisi and Padua. He had not quite settled on his future signature as a muralist.

			Frida would spy on him in the shadowy passageways, her friends teasing her gently about her obsession. Why did she keep returning to watch him paint every day? Gravely, Frida would then reply – One day I will have a child with Diego Rivera, don’t you think I should observe him for a while first?

			

			When she was a student, before.

			Before, that is, before the Accident.

			When she was accepted into the National Preparatory School – la Prepa, for those in the know – she had the whole world at her feet. Frida was fifteen years old; it was three years before her accident. She had been admitted into this renowned school, an immense, red, colonial-­style building, near the buzzing excitement of Zócalo with its cathedral, so lovely and lopsided, and its overbearing National Palace. The Zócalo cathedral – a vision of the divine, even for the openly atheist, with its outrageous baroque embellishments, like so many loops of lace. They say it was built from stones taken from the Templo Mayor, the great Aztec pyramid that once upon a time used to stand on that site. And, indeed, the cathedral is lopsided, leaning distinctly to the left. When Frida commented on it to one of her teachers, he replied that Mexico City – Tenochtitlan to the Aztecs – was built on a former lake. The soil had compacted unevenly under the cathedral’s weight and the Majestic Lady had started to tilt. Then the teacher, lowering his voice, told her another story, by way of explanation: that the stones stolen from the Templo Mayor pyramid contained within them the memory of similar effects since that temple had, after all, been built on the lake, before the cathedral, and by reusing the stones the labourers had attracted bad luck. The stone had retained the traces of its own history.

			

			Frida loves the notion of stones having a memory.

			The Prepa had just become co-­educational, swept up in the winds of José Vasconcelos’s public-­education reforms. For the first time, it was accepting a select handful of skirt-­wearing students. The thirty-­odd girls who now, with a mix of nonchalance and audacity, formed part of the otherwise virile throng of two thousand young people, were going to create a stir. Just as a mere drop of white in any colour will suffice to change its hue irrevocably, slipping a few girls into a college full of boys changes the state of play once and for all. Frida was a pioneer. Passionate about anatomy and biology, subjects which her father had been teaching her since she was a child, she dreamed of becoming a doctor.

			The Prepa was a long way from home, and at last Frida was able to take the streetcar into the city on her own and leave behind her the neighbourhood of Coyoacán, a district of Mexico City, Coyo – her ‘powerful town’ with its endless pastures, its pulquería, where the men down pulque until they break into battle songs, its Indians, its flowers, its dirt and pebbled roads, the trees of the Viveros park, the bottle-­green cacti, proud nopales, its houses, its shacks, its Masses adorned with gilt and thorns, the laneways she had wandered countless times, her aunts and her five sisters. And even the amazing purity of Coyoacán’s night skies.

			Frida could leave behind the four walls of her parents’ home, the familiarity of every secret recess that she knew blindly, like a cradle or a cage.
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