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One


A generation was skipped... this is what I conclude as I look into the mirror, with a photo of my mother on one side, and a photo of my grandmother Frida Kahlo on the other.

It’s true my mother’s eyebrows meet, and it’s true she has slight fine hairs above her upper lip. But what’s missing is the burning intensity that grandmother Kahlo and I share. It’s in the eyes... I, like Kahlo, am unafraid to look at anything, and indeed have a lust to look at everything. And it’s in the mouth... Frida’s full lips are red with ripe opinions, as are mine.

And like Kahlo, most of my paintings are of myself... we are each our own muse.

It’s not that I don’t let other people into my life. It’s often they who permit me my Frida-style self-scrutinizing... just as it was Diego Rivera, grandmother’s husband, who provided her with her arena of self-observation... her sad and angry arena.

If you read a biography of Frida Kahlo, you’ll find no mention of me or my mother.

Here is our history as I know it...

When Frida Kahlo was fourteen, still a school girl at the Preparatoria in Mexico City, and before the terrible accident on the bus that crushed her pelvis and caused other injuries that rendered her incapable of bearing children... when she was that child-woman, she met a Pamé Indian, a descendant of a long line of chiefs. He too was young, maybe eighteen or twenty. He was huge, had great girth. And he had a frog-like face. But Frida was inexplicably drawn to him... indeed obsessed by him.

They became lovers and met at odd times in the park.

Their sex was a ritual. He would lie on the ground and small delicate Frida would climb all over his mammoth body, provoking his senses and hers until she was held impaled and kissing his grotesque frog face.

How do I know this?

There is a diary of Frida’s that was kept under lock and key by the Mexican government for forty years and then published in facsimile form, to much acclaim by art historians and Kahlo biographers.

There is no mention of Frida’s frog liaison in that diary. However, there is another diary... kept over her younger years, starting when she was fourteen and which, like the later diary, is a beautiful meld of drawings and words.

I own this diary.

No one else knows it exists... at least that is what I believed until recently.

Two months ago, I received a letter addressed to the name I only use with friends as a joke, which makes the letter even more enigmatic...
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Pelican Reach, California

13 March, 1997

 

Dear Frida Olhak,

I understand that you own an original Frida Kahlo manuscript, a journal of drawing and writing from her early years. Please forgive my intruding, but would it be possible for me to view this diary? I own several Kahlo self-portraits and they are among my favorite paintings in the collection here.

Honesty compels me to confess that I am very interested in purchasing this example of Kahlo’s early work. But even if it is not available for purchase, it would give me great pleasure to view it.

I understand that for reasons of your own, the existence of the diary is not common knowledge. Indeed, I am one of only two people perhaps who know of its existence, now that your mother has passed away. Please accept my condolences on her passing.

Would you allow me the honor of viewing the diary?

I do so much hope to hear from you in the affirmative.

And you have my word that my knowledge of the existence of the diary will remain confidential.

Again, please forgive my intrusion.

Very truly yours,

Orlando Pettingill

 

P.S. Your surname fascinates me. Is it Mexican native...? Perhaps Pamé? And what a coincidence that your Christian name is the same as the creator of the work in your possession.

***

After I read the letter, I was haunted for days by the questions it raised...

How did this man discover the existence of the diary?

How did he locate me?

How did he know my mother died?

Is he really so naive that he doesn’t see that the surname he used is the reverse spelling of Kahlo?

What does he know that prompts him to ask... is the surname native?

Who is this man?
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Why is my existence a secret? Because my mother’s existence was a secret from the moment of her conception. Frida was only fourteen when she became pregnant by the young fat Pamé chief, and though she was headstrong even then, she was confused about the baby growing inside of her. Grandmother Kahlo’s father had Pamé blood in him, and it was decided that during her confinement, she would go to live with some Pamés on her father’s side. When her baby (my mother) was born, Frida gave her over to the Pamés. Over the years Frida went to see my mother, who became more and more a Pamé in how she lived and thought. When, while still very young, my mother became pregnant while climbing all over some fat frog chief, I assume (I never knew who my father was), that event was kept from Frida, the Kahlo family, and Diego Rivera, to whom Frida was by then married.

Just before she died, Frida sent her youthful journal of drawings and writings to my mother, so my mother would know her origins.

I was raised among the Pamés, and our life was pleasant enough. Our descendants of chiefs had owned valuable land, so we were surprisingly affluent. It was that money that provided for my education, right up through the University of California, which I completed this year.

I liked growing up among women whose eyebrows met. I was also fascinated by the traditions and rituals of our people. For some ceremonies the women dyed their teeth blue.

They used to file them to a point, but only one woman in our village still had pointed teeth. She was over a hundred.

All the women had pierced nipples through which they wore fine white bones for those blue-teeth ceremonies.

When I reached puberty, my nipples too were pierced and, off and on since, I have worn the beautiful bones of a sacred Pamé hawk that was determined to be my spiritual companion. No non-native has ever seen my bone-pierced nipples, which are exotic and a little scary.

My one gringo lover, a tall, fair, affluent poet, looked carefully at my nipples, saw they were pierced, but was too wary to ask the purpose of the piercing.
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Two months after I received the letter from Pelican Reach, the small studio I live and work in was broken into. Everything was carefully looked through. No damage was done and nothing was taken. I could only think that whoever it was, was after the Kahlo diary. Was it some agent of this Orlando guy... whose letter I never answered?

So I answered his letter...
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Dear Orlando Pettingill:

My place was broken into and thoroughly searched. Since nothing was taken, I have concluded that whoever it was, was after Frida’s diary (which I don’t keep here).

Were you behind this?

Do you think that just because I ignored your letter, and because you have more money than God, you can just take whatever you want in life?

Yes, I do have Pamé blood in me... a lot of it... and I’m warning you that I also have Pamé power in me... too mystical for gringo comprehension... and if you persist in your pursuit of my precious Frida diary, I will use those powers!!!

Seriously, 

Frida Olhak
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A week later there was a knock on my studio door. I opened it to find a serious older man in a dark suit. He was holding a photo in his left hand, and under his right arm held a flat package wrapped in fine gray paper.

He looked at me, then at the photo, and spoke with a slight accent.

Ms. Frida Olhak...

He said this not as a question but as a statement. Please...

He handed me the package and turned to leave. It was unnerving.

Wait a second... who the fuck are you?

He turned, raised his eyebrows, and smiled slightly. 

Please, I am but the messenger...

He moved silently down the stairs.

I stared at the package for a few moments, allowing my Pamé suspicions to surround it, and then cut through the dark blue twine.

I gasped.

I held in my hand a matted and framed very small drawing. It consisted of three female figures simply but beautifully drawn. They were standing alongside each other, the left figure the largest, the middle smaller, and the right figure quite small. They each wore simple Mexican dresses, and each had one continuous dark eyebrow. The only color was tiny bits of blue between the lips of the three figures.

It was signed... Frida.

Slipped into the frame on the back of the picture was a white envelope. I opened it and read the note...

My dear Frida Olhak:

I am so distressed.

It was certainly no one associated with me who broke into your studio, and it is so disconcerting to think that you would suspect me of such behavior.

Please accept this drawing as a gesture of my sincerity. It is one of a dozen or so of Kahlo’s quick drawings that I own, and this one seemed especially appropriate for you. Even though it’s well-known of course that Kahlo had no children, in this drawing she seems to depict herself with a daughter and seemingly a granddaughter. They are certainly all Frida’s. Now, another matter …again, please forgive my intrusion, but I’ve been told by someone whose judgement of painting I highly respect, that your own self-portraits are wonderful, unique works... Kahlo-like, but with their own integrity. Which brings me to ask whether you might be interested in being a guest here at Pelican Reach.

I have enclosed directions. You may just appear any time. without prior notice.

Very truly yours,

Orlando Pettingill

 

P.S. I tried spelling your surname backward. I’m embarrassed by my density.
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I sat and stared alternately at the drawing and at the note for a silent hour. How could he presume that I would just go to his home, not knowing him? Is he that determined to get his hands on my Frida diary? And who is it that’s seen my paintings and said they’re good? And that coy business about my name... does he know I’m Frida’s granddaughter? Is that why he said this drawing was appropriate for me?
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That night I went with friends to a small experimental theater in San Francisco to see some German performance artists. The performance ranged from pretentious to tedious, with generous doses of Germanic angst here and there. I realized once again how rarely the art of others interests me. However, there was one performer, a thirtyish blond woman, who fascinated me. She had neon blue eyes that shone with intelligence and defiance. Her pale blond hair was done in African dreadlocks. She was dressed in black, as was the whole troupe. But what was most striking was that she had hard red scars in the center of both palms and on both feet. Watching her as she assumed various positions, I saw that all of these scars went through and came out the other side. An image kept coming vaguely to my mind, but I couldn’t place it.

Later I was at a party with these same Germans... my friends are theater people. The blond performer caught me staring a couple of times, and finally she stared hard at me and came over.

Frida Kahlo... she said.

What?

Frida Kahlo, she repeated, drawing it out as though I were dense. Then she ran a finger across my eyebrows saying, Frida, drawing it out even more, then Kahlo, she repeated as she lightly ran a fingertip over my trace of fine mustache.

Then, she smiled. We all have our marks, yes? She held her palms up before my eyes.

Her impertinence annoyed me.

You saw our performance, yes? What do you think?

I was bored.

I thought this comment would provoke her, but she shook her head and said softly, me too. I am leaving this group.

Then she smiled genuinely and said, don’t be offended by my Frida comment... but the resemblance is amazing... you are surely her daughter, yes?

Granddaughter, I said, thinking, believe what you want.

I believe it, but most important, you are very beautiful, and you paint, yes. What is your name? I’m Hanna.

I shrugged my shoulders and said, Frida. Yes I paint. She laughed, yes, of course.

Hanna and I spent a couple of hours talking together midst the chaos of the party, and her severe shell soon relaxed. She was interested that I am a painter and that all my paintings are of myself.

One’s self should always be the subject of one’s art, she said.

At three or so in the morning she asked if she could stay at my studio... said that now that she’s decided to leave the performance group she can’t stand the idea of being with them one more night.

I was tired and a little stoned and I shrugged and said, okay.

But at my studio we did not sleep. Prompted by my asking about her scars, she sat up on my one mattress next to me and told me her bizarre story. The eeriest part was that she not only knows Orlando Pettingill, but has lived at Pelican Reach and has an eleven-year-old daughter who is still there. I was stunned, and combined with the drawing and letter from this Orlando, I wondered if my life was slipping into some psychic San Andreas rift.

Hanna has a fifth scar, a larger gnarled one in her right side, and when I saw it, I realize that the image that came to me earlier was of the stigmata of the Crucifixion, and I told her that. That’s when she told me about her first performance piece in Germany, which she did with her twin brother, who is, disturbingly, the father of her daughter, and is now dead, a suicide.

The wounds (her brother had identical ones) she received escaping over the Berlin Wall from East to West, before the reunification of Germany.

The facts of her life are so unbelievable that at first, I thought she was making them up, that I had brought some deranged woman home. But by dawn, I believed it all... she was too convincing.

And at dawn, with the morning light slanting in on us from the tall windows. because of a question from her, I ended up telling her my life story.

Your nipples... they have piercings...

It was stuffy in the studio and we had both taken off our clothes.

Yes, that was done when I was twelve.

Hanna leaned over close to look, and said, they are openings for something to go through?

Yes, bird bones.

I explained the ritual and my Pamé heritage, and finally who my mother was... and my grandmother.

Hanna said, I thought that was true when we first talked, and when I saw your paintings tonight I knew it was true.

I showed her the white bones of the sacred hawk and she held them carefully and with intense interest.

May I put them in? She nodded toward my chest.

I was about to say no, that no one has ever done this but me, but I sensed that Hanna knew this.

I tipped my head down to contemplate it all. Finally, with my head still down I said, yes.

Hanna took hold of my right nipple with her thumb and finger and I pushed out my chest, watching.

You have to use a little saliva...

Hanna smeared a bit of spittle against my nipple with the finger of her other hand.

The bones are about three inches long and taper from a narrow point to about a quarter of an inch in diameter.

The thick end should be on the outside, I said, and they’re meant to go in a little past half way.

Hanna nodded. Pulling my nipple out, she carefully inserted the narrow end, and twisting back and forth, gently pushed the bone in. Just before it was in the proper place, the opening stretched taut, which brought tears to my eyes as it always does.

Oh, does it hurt? Hanna asked in a whisper. We had both been holding our breath.

It’s supposed to be a perfect balance between pleasure and pain.

And is it? Yes.

Hanna repeated the ritual on the other side, then sat back to admire her work.

Come here, she said, taking my hand and leading me to the large mirror that leans against the wall by my easel.

We stood side by side, studying ourselves.

I stood with my hands at my side, and with my breasts pushed out, as I always do when I wear my bones.

Hanna had her hands slightly forward, palms out, displaying her red stigmata scars.

We were the same height and the same build, but the similarity ended there. Hanna, with her citron dreadlocks and creamy skin, and I with my inky black hair and brown skin, were absolute opposites, and with that realization came caution. You’d better not betray me Hanna, I whispered menacingly.

Hanna had heard, and she turned quickly to look at me.

I rephrased my words... please keep my secrets, secret Hanna, and I will do the same with yours.

She was relieved and smiled.

We got back into bed and slept for ten hours.

￼[image: equation.pdf]

Oh no, Orlando is a prince, you don’t have to suspect him. Hanna and I were at an outdoor cafe, and I had told her about the strange recent series of events... the break-in, Orlando’s letter, subsequent delivery of the drawing, and the invitation to Pelican Reach. I had brought the drawing with me, wrapped in its gray paper, because now I’m afraid to leave it in my studio.

Hanna asked to see it.

Oh, this is a jewel, and a real Frida! There you are, the three of you, but what is this blue business on the teeth?

I explained the Pamé tradition, and the powers that Pamé women have to deal with betrayal. I told her about my gringo lover, that he broke my heart, and so I broke his, and that only mine has mended, while his is underground.

Hanna asked what I meant, and I told her the story of my lover’s wedding.
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These were the words of the priest that day...

If any person present has reason to believe that these two people should not be joined as man and wife before God, make yourself known.

After he spoke, an absolute silence pervaded the gathering in the Basilica of the Carmel Mission, as the families and friends of my beautiful blond lover and his beautiful blond bride considered the absurdity of such an idea.

The silence, however, was invaded by an increasing rustle of formal attire as, one by one, people turned to look into the small chapel to the left of the nave.

There I stood, a still, solitary figure, young and dark.

Like a Kahlo self-portrait, I stared at the groom-to-be, and one over-sized tear, more like a crystal than liquid, welled in my left eye. When this tear dropped onto my left breast, over my heart, it formed a blood-red stain on my white Mexican wedding dress.

The groom-to-be put one hand out toward me, opened his mouth as though to call out, and collapsed. His tall beautiful body fell like a redwood against the bride-to-be, who in turn crashed into a covey of silly pink bridesmaids, sending them in all directions, one of whom struck the priest, whose bible sailed skyward, the black binding seen from the side mimicking the eyebrows that set it all off.

The wedding party was in a heap at the foot of the altar. The groom’s large diamond cuff link (a gift from the in-laws­to-be) had snagged the bride’s silk lacy bosom as he fell, tearing it open, exposing a pale breast. His face landed inches from her nipple, and still dazed, he murmured tenderly in Spanish/Indian and pursing his lips, he stretched to seek some nurturing.

The priest had recovered his bible, and eyeing the groom­to-be, brought the holy book down smart on the head of the would-be suckler.

The sound of the blow brought the congregation to its senses, and as one, the whole party turned noisily to look again into the small side chapel.

But I was not there, it was empty.

The wedding party circled the groom-to-be to see to his revival. But to no avail. He was dead.

They all looked up at the stern priest, who still held the bible. He stared at the shiny black weapon in his hand.

An autopsy later revealed the cause of death as heart failure. But I thought it was more like heart success. Mine.

That was in August of 1993.
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When I finished telling my story, Hanna stared at me silently. She didn’t know whether to believe me or not, but finally I could tell from her expression that she knew I’d told the truth about my Pamé power. But despite her bravura, she was unnerved.

Hanna then told me about her daughter at Pelican Reach... She is named Hans, after her father, my dead twin brother. She is a little not right in the head, because her father was my brother. I have not seen her in three years, and I have not missed her until recently. She has been happy there...

Orlando’s servants take care of her.

Hanna said all of this coldly, in the way that she seemed when I first met her at the party.
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The next morning, I had people to see at the university, and I left Hanna in the studio, asleep.

When I returned at noon. Hanna was gone. And so was the drawing.

I sat with my head on my arms in a mood of anger and sadness and stupidity, and finally anxiety as I raced across the room to the drawer where I keep my sacred bird bones... gone!

I was filled with Pamé rage. I will kill you Hanna.
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Two days later, a small package arrived, and inside, carefully packed were the bones and a note... Even I could not keep these. H.

Two days after that, another package arrived containing the drawing. There was no note.

What a tormented soul, I think. But then, if I’d been perforated by East German bullets, and then penetrated by my twin brother, who afterward killed himself, to create a demented daughter whom I then left behind, I’d be tormented too.

The fact that Hanna returned what she took somewhat redeemed her in my eyes. After a few days, I found myself missing her.
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A week later, there was another break-in and this time my things were gone through more roughly. I had begun to take my bones and the drawing with me whenever I went out so they were safe, and nothing else was taken.

It could have been Hanna, but I doubt it. It wasn’t her style.

I sat silently for a few minutes, and then found my California map. Lying on the floor, I scanned the coast north of Mendocino. When I located Pelican Reach at the confluence of the Pelican River and the Pacific Ocean, I drew in a tiny round face with one dark-winged eyebrow above the eyes.
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