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Author’s Note

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

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




I

IMPRIMATURA

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



1938

The fall spared her face.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was all over now. Right?

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

Could there?



1938

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Part of the Casa Azul files



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



1938

‘Seen the papers today?’

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

‘Have you seen them?’

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

‘She’s dead.’

‘Dead? Who?’

‘You know. Her.’

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

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

‘Oh, Jesus … Oh, Jesus!’

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

‘I don’t know!’

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

‘None of your goddamned business.’

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

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

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

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

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



1938

‘Seen the papers?’

‘Oh, God, yes. The darling!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘True … but she had so many talents.’

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

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

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

‘I thought Bernie Baruch was paying for that.’

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

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

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

‘Speaking of which … Drink, darling?’

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

‘Really! Clare spreading gossip?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



1938

‘Has the missus read the papers?’

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

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

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

‘They didn’t!’

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

‘Papers?’

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

‘My God! How is she now?’

‘On the sleeping pills. Poor soul …’

‘Why are you shaking your head like that?’

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

‘She did?’

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

‘Really? Why?’

‘I think they had quarrelled.’

‘No!’

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

‘Did you hear what she said?’

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

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

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

‘God, she must feel awful now.’

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

‘My God!’

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



1938

RISE OF ANOTHER RIVERA
By Bertram D. Wolfe

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



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



1938

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

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

‘Mrs Luce?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Clare let out a loud ha!

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

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

‘Ex!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘You just assumed?’

‘He made me assume.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Did I say that?’

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

‘That doesn’t sound like me.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘But –’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘And we must keep it that way.’

Muray took a little step closer and lowered his voice.

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

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

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

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

That called for a long sip of champagne. Two.

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

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

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

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

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

Leon Trotsky.

Clare squinted.

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

‘You like this one, Mrs Luce?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Like voyeurism?’

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

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

‘I see, so it’s not for sale?’

Howard leaned closer, his voice a little silkier.

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

Clare smiled. ‘Tell me.’

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

‘What! With his wife’s sister?’

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

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

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

‘I must have it,’ she said.

‘Must you? Dull as it is?’

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

‘I … don’t follow.’

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

‘Good evening. Señora Luce?’

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

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

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

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

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

Her eyes, on the other hand …

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Ah? Well, now I know you’re lying!’

‘So-sorry?’

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

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

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

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

‘A piece of history?’ Mrs Rivera mocked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Six hundred then?’ Clare pressed.

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

Clare knew she was almost there.

‘What about … six hundred plus a commission?’

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

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

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

‘The actress?’

‘Yes, Dorothy Hale.’

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

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

‘Really?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Why did she kill herself?’ she asked.

‘Ex-excuse me?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Marvellous. I’ll go tell Levy.’

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

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

Why had Dorothy killed herself?

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

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

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

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

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

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

The two women would never meet again.



1939

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

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

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

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

Clare Boothe Luce to Nickolas Muray

18 August 1939




II

UNDERPAINTING

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



1940

Cartas que no envié

Diego Diego Diego,

I had to lock myself in the bathroom.

You just asked me to marry you again.

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

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

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

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

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

And then you asked me to remarry you.

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

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

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

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

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

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

But I’m getting distracted …

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ay, Dieguito. The vodka affair.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ay, Diego, my head is pounding with all those things I’ll never forget, and still I have to keep them all to myself, because no one will ever understand them. Because they would destroy us.

Diego, patán, mequetrefe, I will never forget. Especially, I will never forget jumping into that black, shiny limousine, and the sallow face of that towering blue-eyed monster …

Because he crushed me. Like brittle chicken bones, he crushed me. His words and all the things I found out have been rotting me from within, in a way not even the accidents or the polio or your infidelities ever could.

And still, here I am, huddled in the bathtub like a dying foetus, reading and rereading all these damned pages I wrote two years ago, like rubbing salt on a raw wound.

All my innocence. All my stupidity. It is all there.

I wish that pinche Clare had never commissioned the damned painting. I wish she had never dragged me into her world. And I can’t feel sorry for the nasty bitch. I can’t! Even if I know she got herself into deeper hells than she did me …

[Written by Frida Kahlo on loose folios, handstitched with black and yellow ribbons into a single volume. The first and last entries are dated 1940. All the other entries in between, though undated, can be traced to the winter of 1938/1939.]



1940

10 February

Clare had no idea the cobras were about to bite her head off.

She was, in fact, beaming as she stepped into Delmonico’s, swathed in new white furs, pearls and an ivory velvet jacket with matching skirt. She must have looked like a little field mouse stepping into a serpent’s snare. And the trap was evident all along, though she only recognised the hints in hindsight.

The restaurant itself put her a little on edge, despite the dark oak panelling, the shining glassware and the lush red roses on the tables. Delmonico’s would forever bring her bitter memories. Dorothy’s debacle had begun precisely there, at one of those very tables, the night Harry Hopkins handed her … the little coffin.

Clare shuddered as the maître d’ led the way. It annoyed her that no one had offered to take her coat. Another seemingly innocent clue.

The man stopped much sooner than she expected, at one of the middle tables, and there he was: Bernard Baruch. Her old Bernie. Wall Street speculator, rumoured to be the fourth wealthiest man in the United States, and more influential than the past three presidents.

He rose at once, and even strangers at the nearby tables turned their eyes to him – six-foot-four, in an impeccably tailored suit that highlighted his broad chest and shoulders but concealed effectively his ever-widening waist. His piercing eyes twinkled behind his spectacles, and his abundant hair, snow white, caught the golden glimmer of the room’s many candles.

Baruch was power, and not only physically. He could make financiers, corporations, even presidents and Mafia dons dance to his tune: This was the man who had been in charge of coordinating all the purchase and mass-production of American weaponry during the Great War, and who then had helped settle the peace terms. People still whispered about all the favours that people – rich, influential people, on both sides of the Atlantic – must owe him.

‘What a vision you are!’ he said, rushing to kiss Clare’s hand. ‘Allow me,’ he said, and he walked round her to help her take her coat off.

‘I told them I wanted to do this myself,’ he whispered as he leaned closer to the back of her head. He breathed in. ‘Jasmine?’

‘Chanel,’ Clare said, repressing a girlish giggle and a tremble.

The man, powerful as he was, had been calling her every day for a week, to her home and office, and Clare’s maid and secretary said the man sounded more and more impatient as the days passed. Let him wait, Clare had told them. She still had not forgotten.

Baruch handed the coat to the maître d’ and pulled the chair out for Clare.

As she sat down, she noticed a large brandy already on her side of the table. In the cut-glass tumbler, it twinkled as brightly as Bernie’s cufflinks.

‘My! You once said I was too fragile for brandy.’

He sat and lounged back on his chair, picking up his own drink with the ease of a country baron. ‘You were, my child. Back then. You absolutely were.’ He turned to a passing waiter and drummed the table with a forceful finger. ‘We need a candle here, will you?’

Clare had to smile. That man, thirty-two years her senior, still made her weak at the knees. How could he do it? It had been eight years since their first affair, before Clare had married Henry Luce and well before the success of her plays and articles. Back then she had been nothing but an overambitious divorcée, behind on her rent and struggling to keep her baby daughter. Now everybody turned to her for influence, for favours and for information.

Baruch would be no exception, and to have the audacity to call her again, after the way he’d treated her – he must be desperate for whatever it was he needed, and Clare would make the most of it.

‘How’s the gout?’ she asked, taking a first sip, and Baruch laughed out loud.

‘You little devil!’

‘I was just thinking of that trip to Salzburg. You were in a wheelchair, remember? Crippled with gout.’

Baruch let out a muffled grunt.

‘I was there with Henry,’ Clare added. ‘We went away while he waited for his divorce papers. Well, you probably won’t remember. I only talked to you for a few minutes. It was then that you said you didn’t think Henry would ever marry me.’

She picked up the tumbler, making sure that the Tiffany diamonds on her finger caught the best light.

Baruch smiled at her. His most dangerous and yet most enticing smile. The one that had seduced her long before she’d discovered his firm touch. She missed it at times. Not Bernie himself but the warmth and the electricity of a new romance. Henry Luce, bless him, tried his best, but he had the grace and tenderness of an ungreased piston, and was just as squeaky.

‘I do remember Salzburg,’ Baruch said, and then stared at her over his glasses. ‘You were still sending me those lovely typed letters.’

Clare held her breath. It was a blessing that one of the waiters brought a lit candle right then, and his perfectly starched sleeve concealed her momentary blush.

She and Baruch had met during the 1932 elections, when she had worked as an observer for Vanity Fair. They had spotted each other at once, him with his height and presence and southern gallantry; she with her wit and – in Baruch’s own words – rather unearthly beauty.

When they were not busy in the bedroom, Baruch took her everywhere, always with the most perfectly crafted excuses so that his alcoholic wife and three children would not suspect. He had a particular talent for lies, old Baruch, and Clare learned well. During the following months he introduced her to the movers and shakers of America, so Clare suddenly found herself discussing not only art and literature but also politics, finance and science. Those connections had shaped her more than the most expensive education ever could; they had eventually led her into Henry’s arms.

Then, out of the blue, when the idyll seemed to be at its peak, Baruch simply told her he was off to Europe for six weeks. And Clare was not invited.

She tried to keep the flame alive, sending him copious correspondence. Ardent, longing letters, all typed because she couldn’t quite keep a steady hand. Baruch seldom replied, and when he did, he wrote in the most circumspect manner. He never even signed with his own name, but as ‘PK’, because she’d once, in private, called him Pirate King.

The man was clever, Clare could tell, careful not to put any endearments on paper, in case they fell into the wrong hands.

She’d not had the same precautions. All the opposite, in fact, and she cringed to remember the girlish things she’d typed – worthy of the bodice-ripping novels she used to read in college.

Baruch, like a true gentleman, had never mentioned those letters. Not until now. Clare reached for her tumbler again, wondering …

‘Why are we sitting here?’ she asked to change the topic. ‘I thought you kept a private table.’

Baruch smiled. ‘You’re a married woman now. Celebrated too. I’d hate to tarnish your reputation.’ Clare shook her head. She was about to ask what he wanted, but Baruch spoke first. ‘How’s Ann? She must be a little lady now.’

Clare let out a dry chuckle. ‘Why do you want to know? She’s far too young for you. Flexible as your limits are.’

Baruch shrugged. ‘Indulge me.’

Time to brag, Clare thought.

‘She’ll be sixteen this year, and absolutely gorgeous. I can’t believe how much she’s changed in just a couple of years – as tall as me, lovely auburn hair, sweet blue eyes …’

‘And as talented as the mother?’

‘More,’ Clare said with unaffected pride. ‘She’s won a few writing prizes already, but I think music will be her thing. She plays the piano and the violin and sings arias. She has a remarkable range.’

Her chest warmed up just from thinking of her. So sweet and beautiful – how could Ann even be hers? How could the she-wolf of New York have given birth to such treasure? The child had managed her parents’ divorce with a wisdom beyond her years. Clare caught her crying only once, in the dining room the family never used anymore, hugging a chair for comfort. Clare had been adamant a similar scene, chair included, was featured in The Women.

‘We’ll send her to Stanford,’ Clare said after a sigh. ‘She’ll have everything I didn’t have. A good man too. I’ll make sure of that. I’m thinking I’ll introduce her to Joe Kennedy’s son.’

‘Which one? John?’

‘John Fitzgerald, yes.’

‘Ah, that would work so well,’ Baruch said. ‘What a lucky young woman. The brilliant future she … may have.’

Clare looked up instantly. There had been a chilling note to that last remark.

‘What do you want, then?’ she said. ‘I don’t have time for dinner, I’m afraid.’

Baruch’s smile widened, his eyes unblinking, and somehow the initial chill began to expand across Clare’s chest. Baruch slightly moved a finger, and within a blink a waiter appeared with a box of cigars and a hefty ashtray. Baruch took his time to select one. The waiter offered to light it, but Bernie shook his head and simply placed his expensive Cuban on the table.

Once the waiter was gone, Baruch interlaced his thick fingers.

‘I need a favour from you, my dear.’

Clare’s blood instantly boiled. He had never called her dear. Not even during that torrid holiday at his plantation in South Carolina. She put on a mocking smile.

‘A favour? What could the almighty Bernard Baruch ever need from a poor girl like me?’

‘Poor!’ he laughed, shamelessly looking at her neckline. Not that he didn’t know what was underneath. ‘I hear you and Henry are ever closer to the Roosevelts. Passing them first-hand information before you publish it in Time.’

‘What is that to you? You never expected anything from Delano. You said he was too feeble and wishy-washy to make a fight for the White House.’

‘He’s not the first elected schmuck and God knows he won’t be the last, but one has to work with the hand one’s been dealt. Whatever. It’s not the Roosevelts I’m here for, but’ – he leaned forwards, his hands wrapped around his glass, and he lowered his voice – ‘your talents.’

Clare made to laugh, but no sound came out of her lips. The way Baruch stared at her – it paralysed her. She instinctively pulled backwards, straightening her spine and tensing her legs, as if a part of her were preparing to sprint away.

Baruch spoke in an ominous voice.

‘I need you in Europe. Right now.’

The words hung in the air, and for a moment the diners’ chatter sounded deafening to Clare’s ears. This was clearly not a joke.

‘Europe! Are you … are you insane? There’s a war looming.’

‘I know. There are difficult times ahead, kid. You have no idea how hard it could hit us. Not only us. I need you there.’

Clare frowned, keeping her drink close to her lips. ‘Whatever for?’

‘Information. You have more contacts in Europe than any man could wish for. The pieces are moving on the board. Alliances. Backstabbing. It’s all begun already. We need to know who we can trust in the years to come.’

Clare smirked. ‘You want me to be your – personal spy?’

‘Isn’t that what you do already? Catching the best scoops for Henry’s magazine empire? Like that pathetic gossip about Dorothy and Hopkins?’

Clare showed her teeth. ‘How dare you throw that in my face?’ she banged the tumbler on the table and made to leave, albeit slowly. She would rebuff Baruch and savour every single second. ‘I am not going to Europe. Not right now. Not for you. Not even without war on the horizon. You’ve seen how well The Women is still doing in the motion pictures. I’m getting a torrent of offers for my other plays, and with all this talk of war I might get a very juicy deal for Margin for Error. I need to be here and press for Clarke Gable to –’

Baruch stretched an arm across the table and grabbed her by the wrist.

‘I’ll stop you right there, kid. I was being polite. I’m not really asking. You have to go. You will. And you will get me the intel I need.’

‘Will you let go off me? Otherwise I’ll –’

‘What? Scream? I was expecting something more imaginative from you.’

Clare tried to pull away, but Baruch still had strong hands. Even decades after his boxing days.

‘Crush my arm if you want,’ she said. ‘There is no way you can make me.’

Baruch smiled, clasping harder. ‘But there is. You said so yourself once. You’re – what was it? – just a girl who takes a typewriter to bed with her.’

Clare gasped so hard she hurt her throat. Baruch let go of her then and again lounged back on his chair, confident she would not go now.

‘I kept those letters, you see,’ he said tersely. ‘All of them. Especially the ones you didn’t care to date.’

Clare could not speak for a moment, her heart pounding with rage.

‘Riveting prose, kid,’ Baruch said. ‘I could quote you all night.’

‘You’re a swine,’ she managed to blurt out.

‘I feel incomplete, helpless, uneasy …’

‘Stop it!’

‘You have taught me to belong to myself, but the lesson has made me eternally your –’

‘Stop!’

Her shrill caught the eyes of diners and waiters. An old matron draped in black sequins raised her brow.

Clare took a few deep breaths. She wanted to down her drink, but she might not resist the urge of throwing it at Baruch’s face.

‘Publish them,’ she said. ‘I don’t care. Everybody knew we were an item back then. Even your wife. Roosevelt called me “Bernie’s girl” before he bothered remembering my name.’

Baruch stared at her in silence, not moving a muscle, and the time stretched as painfully as a medieval rack.

‘I have other methods of persuasion,’ Baruch whispered at last. ‘You should know that.’

She did. The man had not predicted the crash of ’29 by careful analysis, and his businesses had certainly not outlived the Italian Mafia without having to learn some of their methods.

Baruch bit his lip, clearly reading Clare’s fears. For an instant he looked like a rough farmer about to slaughter his favourite lamb. But he did not hesitate to deliver the blow.

‘It would be a shame,’ he said, ‘if young Ann had to grow up without a father – and with the shame of a disgraced mother.’

Clare looked away. She would have screamed had she stared into his eyes any longer. The chill on her chest was now expanding to her limbs, and her eyes were welling up with tears of anger.

‘What are you planning?’ she asked after a painful gulp. ‘Another War Industries Board, like the one you instigated last time? More war profiteering?’

‘The less you know the better.’

They sat there in silence for a while, Clare desperately trying to think a way out, Baruch giving her time to assimilate all he had said. He used the time to light up his cigar, and he savoured the tobacco without a rush.

Clare tried to focus on breathing, feeling she might faint, but her mind was consumed with one single thought. There were few men in America who could destroy her as swiftly and effectively as Baruch. Her and her family.

‘I can’t,’ she stuttered. ‘I – I can’t go to Europe right now. What would I tell Henry?’

Baruch shrugged. ‘Tell him you’re writing a book. Write the damn thing, in fact! A candid, first-hand portrait of Europe just before Hitler’s drive. Perfect front to get yourself anywhere and ask impertinent questions.’ He held the cigar between his teeth as he searched in his breast pocket. ‘And I’m not asking for much.’

‘Not much!’

‘Three easy jobs,’ he said, producing a little piece of paper. He slid it across the table for Clare to read. ‘You know them all, and you have ways to reach them. I’ve checked.’

Clare stretched out a hand, but Baruch pulled the note back an inch, cautious as ever. She was not even meant to touch the paper.

She glanced at it and read three familiar names. Her pulse quickened further. She had indeed met them all, but they were not close connections by any means. On the contrary, they would be damned difficult to reach. And each name was followed by a scandalous question. From what Henry and Clare had heard, people in Germany were being hanged for less.

‘Have you read them?’ Baruch asked.

‘Yes.’

‘You sure? Don’t tell me later that you’ve –’

‘Yes!’ she hissed.

Baruch pulled back the note, rolled it as if it were a cigarette and brought it close to the candle flame.

‘I can’t ask those questions,’ she whispered as the paper caught fire. ‘Even if they were intimate friends … even if they were family I wouldn’t –’

‘You’ll find a way,’ Baruch said, tossing the burning note into the ashtray. ‘That’s your speciality, isn’t it?’ He made a wry smile. ‘And you do have a family to keep in mind.’ Baruch stood up then and nodded to one of the waiters, who ran to fetch him his coat. ‘That’s the sharpest spur of all – necessity.’ Clare’s skin turned paler than her velvet jacket. ‘Wasn’t that a phrase from that play about Oscar Wilde?’ Baruch asked with a sardonic smile. He didn’t need an answer, of course.

He donned his coat then, and walked around the table to place a heavy hand on Clare’s shoulder. His touch made her jolt.

‘Cheer up, girl,’ he whispered into her ear. ‘You might even get yourself a Pulitzer with that book. If you and your dear Henry manage to live through this, of course.’



1938

Cartas que no envié

Dieguito,

I can’t stop thinking about Dorothy Hale. It’s been almost a week since that bitch Clare Luce met me at the gallery and asked me to paint her dead ‘girlfriend’. It’s been in my head every night, but I still don’t know if I can do it. I need her damned money, but I know all the old wounds this work will open.

I think of her jumping to her freedom and I envy her.

She did it. She was sick of everything. Tired. Disappointed. And she took it no more. She put on her best frock, threw a party, had a good last drink and told us all to fuck ourselves.

Who is the braver one, Dieguito? Her or me? The one who says, ‘That’s it,’ and ends it all on her own terms, or me, the poor idiota that clings to life and all the mierda it throws at me like a stubborn mule?

I don’t even know if I should speak of bravery. I know nothing. I don’t know how I’ll paint her. Pretty or crushed? Happy or anguished? Smiling or crying? Living or dead?

It doesn’t matter. In the end it will be another one of my pathetic self-portraits, just with someone else’s face on it. I have nothing new, nothing radical to offer.

But there are the practicalities.

As I said, I need the money, and my exhibit wasn’t the huge lépero success I keep bragging about in my letters. I only sold eight damned paintings with Levy. A third of what I brought here. Less, if I’m honest, because two of those sales weren’t exhibited paintings but new commissions.

And I need the money to break free, Dieguito. To break free from you.

To finally divorce you.

It’s the first time I write the word down.

Does it hurt you as much as it does me? I keep picturing you eating and drinking and fucking like always, under the sunny skies of my dear Coyoacán and Pátzcuaro, while I’m freezing my tits off up here, surrounded by all these gringos and missing you like an idiot. And still I have to keep using your money all the time. My hotel, my breakfast, my cigarettes and even my pinches calzones, all come out of your pockets.

Even if I do become a success, it won’t be like yours. It will only be a pathetic fraction. I can’t paint murals. The best I can aspire to do is take commissions from stuck-up bitches like that Clare. Painting petty portraits for their living rooms, so they can point at them, martini in hand, to make their other bitch friends think for a second they’re very smart.

Clare even lied to me! Did I tell you? She said she wanted the portrait as a retablo for Dorothy’s mum, but Noguchi spat out his bourbon when I told him.

He said Dorothy’s mother died years and years ago. And Clare knew.

That bitch lied to me, and I’m going to find out why.
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10 April

Paris seemed ready to receive the Nazis.

It was a crystal-clear spring, the best Europe had seen in years, and perfect for the German tanks to push up faster than flowers.

The dignified chestnuts along the avenues had already burst into leaf, casting their dappled shadows on the little round tables of the sidewalk cafés and bistros. Old men and women sat here and there, leisurely sipping aperitifs and espressos, or reading the news printed on ever thinner paper. Pretty girls in their Red Cross ambulance driver uniforms strode confidently across the roads, laughing and exchanging lipstick and gossip. The bakeries and the cinemas were still open, as were the couturiers and modistes and jewellers, comfortably filled with foreign buyers. Cartier and Van Cleef were impervious to something as trivial as a little war.

Clare walked past their windows and stared at the gems sparkling in the sunlight, thinking of the current boom in the diamond trade across Europe. No wonder. People were buying stuff they could carry in their pockets as they hopped over the back fence.

Unlike the restless Italians, the French had initially surprised her. They smiled and ate and drank and carried on, but there was a tension to it all, as if they feared they might be savouring the last jaunt around the park, or the last jambon-beurre, or the last glass of good Bordeaux.

A ghost war, hovering over a crumbling skeleton of peace.

Clare checked her slim Rolex. Still too early. She headed to a nearby café, sat at one of those tiny round tables on the kerb (why did the French love sitting on the street, rubbing shoulders and thighs with complete strangers?) and ordered a coffee and a pot of boiling water.

How could the world have changed so much in so little time? The past decade, even with its Great Depression, the Prohibition, her theatre flops and all her lost friends, now played in her memory with all the romance of a Hollywood picture. Those were the good old days already.

The coffee arrived, Clare had a little swig of the bitter stuff and began diluting it as she made room in the cup. There was more than one disapproving stare.

As she sipped, she thought of Henry and the mad rows they’d had since she’d announced her trip to Europe.

She defended it like she’d never defended any other project, not even her ideas to revamp the format of Henry’s Life magazine. She told him this was supposed to be the book. Her opera prima. The one that would take her from satirical playwright to serious journalist and observer of international affairs. She told the lie so many times she began to believe it herself. It helped that her editor at Alfred A. Knopf had almost salivated at the idea, especially as now some augured that the expanding war would be the worst the world had ever seen. Henry had some of those reports first hand, which had only made his eye twitch.

He had grudgingly agreed but threatened to join her at some point for a second honeymoon. Clare had replied with a nasty ‘Don’t you dare!’ Henry had not spoken to her again until her departure, when he bade her farewell with a swift peck on the cheek. He had, however, hidden in her luggage the Rolex she now wore, with the little note You are unforgettable. Be afraid of nothing.

Now every time she checked the time, she saw the most horrendous flashes of him – Henry found in the bottom of the Hudson River with his feet in concrete, Henry’s car falling down the California cliffs, little Ann wailing over the mangled body of her dear adoptive father …

She looked at her wrist again and groaned. Only ten minutes had passed. Dammit! The men would still be setting up the trap, and that one could not, must not fail.

Out of Baruch’s three projects – as she now called them – she had already botched the first two, so miserably her chest ached just to think of them.

Count Ciano. That had been the first name. Mussolini’s foreign minister and son-in-law. Clare had met the count once through Henry’s American friends at the embassy. Those same connections had been more than glad to arrange a ‘casual’ meeting with him in Rome, which was no mean feat. The situation in Italy was already so tense that every gathering and manoeuvre was carefully scrutinised by all sides. Nobody could even call politicians by their name (she and her friends had to refer to Mussolini as ‘the Big Apple’).

The meeting had taken place only a week earlier, at the fashionable apartment of the ancient socialite Donna Cora Caetani. The woman even arranged a game of cards for Clare’s benefit, knowing very well that Ciano detested gambling. He had invited Clare to a separate room, and she could smell success. Clare had played the meek part, claiming she was scared to speak her mind in totalitarian Rome. Ciano, suave at first, invited her to shoot the words but was not at all happy when Clare, though carefully, hinted that she wanted to know Italy’s true allegiances.

Will Mussolini stand with the Allies or will he join forces with Hitler? Baruch’s card had said.

Ciano, however, choked on his cognac and then avoided her questions with the sort of Italian charm she’d seen only in movies. She even teased him with her honest opinions on Nazi Germany, so desperate at that point that she demanded a ‘quotable’ reaction to her words. Count Ciano only smiled and said that demanding answers was very fascist of her.

To her frustration, Mussolini sided with the Führer only days later, and Clare then had to face Baruch’s wrath.

‘The point was to find out before everyone else!’ he had barked over the telephone. ‘And you call yourself a journalist!’

He’d hung up then, and Clare dropped on the floor and cried for a solid half hour. She called Henry and Ann as soon as she had somewhat composed herself, and immediately began packing.

General Gamelin. The second name. Does the Maginot Line work?

The famous Maginot Line – a chain of concrete antitank fortifications spread all along the French border with Germany, said to be impregnable.

Clare had eased her way in with money, volunteering to sponsor one of the forts along the line, like many other French and American socialites did. Gamelin had succumbed to her charm, despite the fact he’d only met Henry once and did not really seem to remember his name.

Whatever the case, the general had given her a tour just yesterday. He had taken her personally across the underground facilities, explained to her the numbers, the training programmes and the logistics. Clare had spotted a few rather worrying deficiencies, which she could not wait to discuss seriously. The general and his officers, however, all homesick and desperate for female company, wanted only to sit and look at her. And every time she tried to steer the conversation to more crucial matters, they’d wave their hands and ask her for another joke, or they would pretend not to understand her French. Once more, out of despair, she began to raise her voice and to ask her questions more and more bluntly. Gamelin instantly grew wary and ended the lunch.

Clare returned crestfallen to the Ritz and spent the whole night typing up her impressions and sketching hasty diagrams of the line and forts. She was well versed in military jargon, and she knew that she simply did not have enough intel for Baruch. Other than the fact that the soldiers seemed very poorly trained, there was nothing in her notes that the world did not already know or could not guess.

She sighed. She would call Henry to discuss what she had found in the desperate hope he could connect any dots she might have missed.

Clare checked her watch again. It was almost time. The minutes flew by as she ruminated over her failures.

She looked up and glanced at the quiet city.

Paris was her last hope. The last name on the list.

The most challenging one too.

She headed back to Place Vendôme, her high heels tapping loudly on the pavement. The palatial square was flanked by façades of pale sandstone, and the central bronze column rose and shone in lovely shades of verdigris.

Before she stepped back into the Ritz, Clare had a good look at the square. It was as if the pastel tones of Paris had been fashioned deliberately, just so the red of Hitler’s flags and banners would stand out all the brighter.

And she hated red so much these days. She could not stop picturing it. Henry, Ann … She could not even think of the late Dorothy without –

‘Damn that Kahlo woman,’ she said out loud.

She turned on her heel, barely nodded at the French porters and rushed across the wide-windowed, gilded corridors.

It was time.

Her heart was racing, but she took comfort in the muffled sound of her steps on the velvet carpets and the quiet permanence of the old Ritz. The hotel’s smells of leather and perfumes had not changed, nor had the sounds of high bird-babble voices. (Like the noises you hear when you’re just going under ether, Clare thought she would write later.) The clientele, mostly old, bleached-haired creatures dragging chiffon scarves or annoying Pekingese pups, were also the same. If anything, the Ritz was a little more crowded than usual.

‘Ah, Madame Luce!’ said Olivier, the great maître d’, appearing out of nowhere. Clare expected to see his smooth smile under his greying mustachio, but the man was more anxious than she had anticipated. More than his silky French accent could disguise. ‘Would you care to follow me? Your presence is required immediately in the dining room.’

Clare breathed out. At least the trap seemed to be set.

‘My presence?’ she said.

‘Yes, Madame. I’m afraid it cannot wait.’

‘Can you tell me who –?’

‘Non, Madame, I’m afraid not.’ He looked from side to side. The lobby was crowded. ‘Not ’ere.’

Clare clenched her hands around her little purse. ‘Very well.’

As Olivier led the way Clare caught her own reflection in one of the gold-framed mirrors. She looked ashen. She pinched her cheeks, took in deep breaths and forced herself to smile and nod at the other guests.

Don’t blow it again, she though, feeling her own pulse. It’s your last chance …

Olivier led her round one of the solid marble columns, next to the grand staircase, and then –

A pack of black-clad men leaped up and burst in loud voices.

Clare jumped. She genuinely jumped. She also dropped her purse and clutched a hand to her chest, and everyone around laughed and smiled and cheered.

Olivier saw her trembling knees and helped her sit at the nearest table. It was set with candles and a bouquet of red roses, and the young waiters began displaying platters with silver domes.

‘Our little surprise for you, Madame,’ said Olivier, loud enough so everyone at the sumptuous room could hear. ‘From the staff. Bon anniversaire!’

The waiters brought champagne on ice and uncovered the plates: rye bread, sardines and smoked oysters, and even a fresh grapefruit doused with plenty of royal jelly (perhaps the most expensive piece of fruit in central Paris those days).

‘My!’ Clare cried, her eyes combing the room. Everyone clearly thought she was genuinely surprised. ‘Oh, you chaps, you shouldn’t have! How did you even know it’s today?’

She had in fact been born in March, so she was careful not to say my birthday. Her mother had started the lie when she was still a child, and Clare had kept it going. When people caught her on it – all her documents still stated March – she’d say it was simply out of habit. The truth, as ever, was far more complex.

The champagne cork went off, and Olivier poured a coupe. ‘It’s our job to know these things, Madame! We wouldn’t let you celebrate ’ere alone. But we’re so sorry we couldn’t contact your ’usband, so he could speak to you on the telephone.’

Clare felt a twinge of worry at that, but she raised the iced coupe and faked a smile. ‘And I thought the evening couldn’t get any better!’

There was a wave of laughter, immediately followed by clapping and good wishes from the nearby tables, and Clare felt the briefest moment of joy.

The trick had worked.

Or … had it?

She pretended to savour the oysters as she searched the room. Where is she?

A very old French gentlemen blew her a kiss, and Clare returned it with blatant mockery. Olivier came back, pretending to top up her still nearly full glass.

‘Grapefruit and oysters!’ Clare said in whispers, if only to calm herself down. ‘I – didn’t order those.’

Olivier smiled. ‘That is a gift from the staff, Madame. For our most beautiful américaine.’

She smiled back, feeling she could kiss the old man on both cheeks, but she could not fully conceal her worried frown.

Olivier leaned down, pretending to brush crumbs from the table, and whispered as close to Clare’s ears as propriety allowed.

‘She’s over there, Madame. You see ’er?’

Clare’s heart skipped a beat. Olivier made the most discreet nod and … there she was.

The last name on Baruch’s list, finally within her reach.

Wallis Simpson. Duchess of Windsor.

Staring straight into Clare’s eyes.

The ‘surprise birthday’ pantomime had caught her attention, just as Clare had planned.
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Clare realised why she’d not spotted the duchess before. With a simple dark blue dress and a little cap cocked over her slick black hair, she was almost invisible among the other ladies at her table, all grey-haired, hunched over their playing cards and clad in those gaudy Schiaparelli colours that were so in vogue.

The duchess, though stern-looking, raised a thin hand to wave at Clare, her bejewelled bracelet twinkling under the many chandeliers. Feeling a pang in her chest, Clare smiled and waved back, trying not to look too effusive. The woman rose a few inches as if to stand, and for a second Clare thought she was about to come to her. She did not. She’d probably just been trying to peer at someone else’s cards. Her gaze dropped, and Clare clenched her glass.

‘She’s been in a terrible mood, Madame,’ Olivier whispered. ‘None of the American or British charities wanted her. That’s why she’s ’elping the French Red Cross and wearing their navy uniform.’

Clare exhaled and tore mercilessly at her bread. Her hands trembled as she saw, imprinted in her memory, the last line in Baruch’s note.

Wallis Simpson. All her dealings with Ambassador Ribbentrop and Hitler.

Clare now growled whenever the handwriting flashed in her mind, and this time she had to stuff her mouth with bread to contain herself.

She could tell why Baruch might have thought that was doable. After all, Clare and Henry had met Wallis Simpson and the duke before. It had been in Paris too, only two years before, not long after Time selected Wallis as the magazine’s first Woman of the Year. Clare herself had instigated the move, and it had paid off. In May 1938, upon hearing that the Luces were in London (Henry to gain first hand intel as to how Europe intended to deal with Nazi imperialism, Clare to negotiate the terms of the London production of The Women), the duke sent them a personal invitation to dine with them at their Paris home. They of course leapt at the chance, even turning down an interview with the BBC.

That dinner, albeit short, had been far friendlier than either Clare or Henry had expected. Both Wallis and the duke – David, as his wife called him – seemed bored, even starved for recognition, and breaking bread with the playwright of the moment and one of the tycoons of America’s press seemed to be a much-needed boost to their egos.

Still, Clare had her work cut out for her. They might have charmed the duke and duchess, even made them laugh so hard some champagne had come out of the royal nostrils once or twice, but Baruch’s assignments were an entirely different game.

Starting with Joachim von Ribbentrop, Germany’s former ambassador to the United Kingdom. Everyone in London high society knew that he and Wallis had been lovers, even as she was officially engaged to the then king!

Clare combed the room with her eyes, her pulse quickening.

‘Where’s the duke?’ she asked Olivier, who had not moved from her side.

‘Out tonight, Madame. I don’t know where.’

Good, Clare thought. The Ribbentrop affair would have been impossible to discuss with the former king around.

And there still was the issue of Hitler. If possible, an even more sensitive topic than Ribbentrop.

That woman, just a few tables away, had been guest of honour to the Führer! Entertained and toured around on Hitler’s personal train, before having tea with the man himself at his country house in Berchtesgaden.

Clare remembered reading about it in Time magazine, and one particular line was still imprinted in her memory – that Hitler regarded the abdication as ‘a serious blow to German interests’.

That meeting had intrigued the whole world. The things that might have been said in those two short hours! Even without Baruch’s threats looming over her and her family, Clare would have been keen to know more. Perhaps she might have done a better job then, manoeuvred her way in more efficiently, without the constant fear of dead Henry and destitute little Ann plaguing her thoughts.

Clare looked down, realising she must have been staring at Wallis like a Doberman salivating in front of prime beef.

‘Oh, gee, you horrible thing!’ Wallis shouted then, laughing loud and hard like a true American, all the eyes in the room on her.

Clare felt free to look again, and saw the duchess shaking her head and tossing her cards on the table. She said some loud goodbyes in the most appalling French and walked briskly across the restaurant.

She had a nice figure, Clare thought, if one liked the rather solid type.

Many followed her with a predatory gaze, eager to pounce and get a piece of Wallis Warfield Simpson. Clare gauged her competitors – old American matrons, businessmen, speculators, that helpless correspondent from the Washington Post …

Clare would have to be better than them. And faster.

She had planned, almost scripted her initial approach. Olivier had said that the duchess usually played cards well into the night, until all her opponents had dropped out. Clare would have lingered too, waiting patiently for the duchess to be left on her own. Then she would have waved and begged her to join a fellow American on her lonely birthday away from home … That part of the plan was out the window now.

Wallis was clearly heading to the grand staircase. The woman would soon be just a few feet from Clare’s strategically selected table.

Her pulse quickened. Had she been dealing with anyone else, she would have pulled a cheap trick to catch her eye, like dropping her glass or pretending to faint (that worked particularly well with men), but this was the duchess. She must have seen all the tricks in the book. She must have written the damned book.

The duchess came closer and closer and, just as she was a couple of tables away, Clare panicked.

Her mind went blank, desperation set in and the steps of the duchess seemed to stretch in time. It was almost as if the woman slowed down to mock Clare’s desperation.

The hell, Clare thought. She would simply stand up and ask her to join her. See if, for once, telling some of the truth did her any good.

She downed the last of her champagne, put the glass down and –

Wallis was looking at her.

Not just looking. Downright staring.

Clare blushed, still petrified, and very nearly jumped to her feet to give a gawky curtsey. A smile spread quickly across Wallis’s face and, thank heavens, she spoke before Clare made a fool of herself.

‘My, I’ve not seen a lady down her champagne that fast since they introduced me to Cookie Bowes-Lyon!’

Clare looked at her empty coupe, the last bubbly dregs still flowing sluggishly to the bottom, just as the duchess burst in earnest laughter.

Clare stood up at once to shake hands and, to her astonishment, the duchess gave her a loud smooch on each cheek, letting Clare get a much closer look at the woman.

Some reporters had once written that Wallis had a face like an old boot. In all fairness, Clare herself had said it loud enough that they would jot it down, but back then she’d only seen Wallis in black-and-white photographs. When she and Henry had finally met her in person, the abdication became a little less unfathomable.

Wallis Simpson could never be called pretty – God, that jaw! – but her face glowed with some magnetic vitality, her eyes sparkled with alertness and the smiles came easily to her thin lips. There was confidence and grace in her movements too: in the delicate way she held her purse, in the way she toyed with her long strings of pearls.

Now, though, she seemed a little distressed, the fold between her eyes as fine and deep as a scalpel gash.

‘Clare, dear,’ Wallis said, ‘you’re a godsend! Care if I join you?’

It was, of course, not a question. The duchess was already snapping her fingers – her bracelet had the most exquisite Latin cross charms, each with gems of a different colour – and within a blink Olivier and a young waiter had produced another chair and glass as if from thin air.

‘I had to escape from the old crows,’ Wallis confessed as Olivier poured her champagne. ‘They always swoop me up when David isn’t around.’ They both had the exact same mid-Atlantic accent, Clare thought, clearly beaten into them as young girls. But while Clare modulated every single syllable to perfection, the duchess seemed to take a certain pride in letting it slip every now and then. ‘So it’s your birthday!’

She had delivered all those phrases in an uninterrupted stream, only now giving room for a reply.

‘Just a little celebration,’ Clare said, again avoiding the lie. She eyed the French ladies. ‘I can see why even my company would be preferable.’

‘Nonsense, darling. I loved our little dinner with you and dear Henry. It’s a shame we haven’t managed to meet again ever since. But, you know … life!’

‘Life indeed,’ Clare answered, her mind already calculating the endless ways in which she could steer the conversation towards the Führer. She’d have to choose her every word carefully. ‘I hear that the political situation in –’

‘I saw your movie!’ Wallis jumped in. This was going to be harder than Clare had thought. ‘David borrowed a reel from Le Grand Rex and we saw it in the villa. I loved it! It’s like you put all my best girlfriends in a cocktail shaker. Did you spend much time with Joan Crawford?’

‘I did. We had lunch a few times when she was preparing the character. Joan –’

‘She’s amazing, isn’t she? I loved that bit at the end, when she realises the high society harpies outwitted her and she’s lost everything. She stares out and then – her shoulders sort of drop.’

Wallis was looking up to the chandeliers as she said it, and she mimicked Crawford’s movements with an accuracy many professional actresses – including Dorothy herself – would have envied.

Clare was going to tell her about the sleepless night she’d had to come up with that plot twist, but before she’d even opened her –

‘What a pity you didn’t get any Oscars, dear. No even a single nomination.’ Wallis put so much emphasis on the word she might as well have stabbed Clare with a fork. ‘Terribly unfair, darling, that you had to compete with Gone with the Wind and The Wizard of Oz and Wuthering Heights …’

Well played, Clare thought. Polite, charming, and yet she puts me in my place.

‘Hollywood won’t see another 1939,’ Clare said, offering the oysters’ platter, and then some well-calculated charm. ‘Well, perhaps when someone dares do justice to your story, dear.’

Wallis skilfully downed an oyster, leaving just the faintest smear of lipstick on the shell. Her eyes – they really were violet – sparkled with mischief.

‘Are you offering to write that, darling? That’s quite daring, so early in the conversation!’

Wallis winked as she said it, and Clare felt her chest burning.

‘I’m writing a book about the war,’ she rushed to say, ‘and how Europe is –’

‘I’m only teasing, dear. I forget most people don’t like it as much as David.’ The duchess gave Clare a playful slap on the hand.

‘Is the duke not around?’ Clare asked, even though she already knew the answer. She was careful not to refer to him as His Royal Highness, remembering that Wallis had not been given the designation.

‘No,’ Wallis replied after a quick sip. Clare was going to probe further, but – ‘Neither is your Henry?’

‘No, he –’

‘He let you come to Europe alone? When we’re on the brink of war?’

Clare could not hold back a smile.

‘Yes, I had to. So, the duke –’

‘And Henry didn’t object to you –?’

Clare put her glass down, experiencing the same frustration she had in front of Count Ciano and General Gamelin. Not again. This was her last chance.

‘I didn’t really ask for his permission,’ she said rather harshly. A couple of passing waiters even turned to her, so Clare was quick to smile. ‘You and I – we’re not that kind of women, are we?’

Wallis made a smile of sorts, and Clare felt momentarily proud of her quick fix. She realised that any planning would be useless. The duchess could not be led. Clare would have to find the cracks and sneak in when they appeared.

‘You do look quite tense, darling,’ Wallis said, and Clare felt her face going cold. Nothing made her more tense than people telling her she looked tense. ‘And here I am, forcing you to do chitchat. Sorry!’

She reached for her purse and Clare again panicked.

‘I need the company,’ she said, and the touch of desperation played in her favour. ‘It being my birthday and all …’

Wallis touched her upper lip with just the tip of her tongue. Clare felt as if the woman were x-raying her.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘to be totally frank … There is something I want from you …’

Then the duchess went silent.

Had she finished her sentence? Clare couldn’t quite tell. Nor could she say whether the woman’s tone was sarcastic or sincere. Wallis enveloped her glass with her long fingers, almost as if she were about to crush it. After a moment, her eyes twinkled as if about to burst into tears.

‘Entertain me, darling. Please. I’ve spent the last four years entertaining my husband. Him and all the mindless crooks around him. Can you imagine how exhausting a “happily ever after” is? To really live – happily – ever – after? When you are the “happily”? When your husband, all his life, has been nothing but a bell pusher, demanding to be pleased? When you know you’ll have to spend the rest of your life proving you were worth it?’

Clare sat back for a moment, not quite believing what had just happened. The Duchess of Windsor, her target, sharing some of her innermost fears with her. And the way she’d spoken gave Clare a painful lump in her throat.

‘As a matter of fact, I know exactly what you mean.’

There was a heavy silence between them. The chatter in the room, on the other hand, drilled into Clare’s ears like heavy machinery.

The duchess took a deep breath, blinked her tears away and smiled.

‘Tell me a story, dear. I know you can tell a story. Not about the war, I’m sick of war talk. And I miss America so much these days. Especially New York. I don’t mean visiting, of course. We do visit. But I miss living there, you know? Without a departure date and all the itinerary arranged before I even get there. Tell me a story about that. The best story you can remember. Could you?’

Clare felt a twinge of exhilaration. Things, at last, seemed to be playing in her favour. But she knew she still must be careful. She must offer her best bait. Thankfully, she had just the right thing up her sleeve.

She looked down for an instant, pretending to appear vulnerable (an act she found increasingly hard to play).

‘There is one story I can tell you,’ she said softly. ‘A very intriguing puzzle I am still trying to piece together. But it is a very delicate matter.’ She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘A death.’

The duchess squinted slightly. ‘Careful there. It hardly ever pays to raise my expectations.’

Clare didn’t even acknowledge the comment, her brain already working like a steam engine. ‘It’s not a story I’d dare tell you in such a crowded room. If you want to hear it, of course.’

Wallis squinted again, caressing the rim of her coupe with her index finger. Was she hesitating? She took a tiny sip, put the almost full glass back on the table and stood up. Clare feared she had lost her for good, but then –

‘Come to my suite in an hour,’ Wallis said. ‘Let’s play a game. You can stay for as long as your story intrigues me.’

Clare laughed, doing her best to contain her excitement. ‘I’ll be Scheherazade, then!’

The duchess smiled. ‘Oh, nothing to worry about, dear. I’m almost sure I won’t have you hanged if you bore me!’

But others will, Clare told herself.

‘I’ll be there,’ she said. Wallis made a sign to Olivier, perhaps her secret code for champagne at her suite, and walked away.

As soon as the woman disappeared up the stairs, Clare raised her glass to have it refilled, unable to believe her luck.

A little voice in her head, however, reminded her that the game had just begun. She could not simply say ‘Nice room, darling – so, tell me all about Hitler!’ Entertain her, Clare told herself, gain her trust, gain her sympathy. Steer the conversation with the touch of a feather, and then drop the question when she’ll least expect. Every single sentence and word must be perfect.

A tale fit for a duchess.



1938

Cartas que no envié

Dieguito,

It must have been very cold when that chamaca looked out of the window for the last time, don’t you think? The papers say she jumped between five and six in the morning. I don’t remember that day exactly, but all days have been wretched since I got here. The sky would have been all grey, for sure, and covered with those horrible clouds that look like clotted milk.

Poor Dorothy. I can see her trembling in her black dress. It was one of those femme fatale gowns without sleeves and the back all bare. Noguchi told me the last drink she ordered was a vodka. I hope it was a double.

The last thing she saw was of course Central Park. I’ve been trying to get someone to let me into the building and see the view from her window. Maybe that will give me ideas for the composition. Only the porter is this little cabrón Billy, and he says nobody can get in until the police have gone through the girl’s effects.

I was already there, so I had a walk around the Hampshire House building. It’s really huge. I’m sure you know it. It’s right up the buttocks of my hotel, the Barbizon-Plaza, where you stayed with me the last time we were here together. Remember? It would have been the same year you gave that Dorothy one of your watercolours. Noguchi told me he saw it once. He said it was one of your naked gordas in pencil and sepias. Very tasteful, according to him.

Bullshit. I know what tasteful means when he says it like that.

And maybe I’m struggling to picture the moment that the girl Dorothy jumped, but I can picture perfectly the moment you gave her that damned watercolour. If you asked me, I could tell you almost the exact day it happened.

Your watercolours were on display at the Museum of Modern Art for a whole year, no? And I know that you don’t do that many watercolours. Not without making a mess, and then you throw a tantrum and stomp on half the stuff you painted because water doesn’t do as you tell her.

That’s why I don’t do watercolours either. Water runs free and does her own thing and moves the pigments all around, and it dries too quickly and it never gives a carajo what you want to achieve. I have enough of that in my life already.

If you gave a watercolour to that Dorothy, one that was signed and dedicated in 1932, like the bitch Clare said, it must have been one from that exhibit. So you must have given it to her as they were taking down and storing all your work. That was on the last week of January in 1932. I was bedridden then, remember? And even if I hadn’t been, I remember New York was so cold I couldn’t stand going out at night. Too painful on my leg. Ah, but you did. Yes. My niño lindo went out and had fun every night.

Dorothy must have been one of your cuzcas. I was asking Noguchi about her. He told me that her second husband, one Gardner Hale, who she loved madly, died around that time. Just about a month before your exhibit. Ironically, he kicked the bucket on the 28th of December. Día de los inocentes. I laughed really hard, and I had to explain to Isamu that in Mexico that’s our equivalent of the gringos’ April Fools’ Day. A real joke to everyone. Except for you, of course. For you … it must have been perfect timing.

I’ve only seen Dorothy’s face on the newspapers that reported her death, but they chose hideous portraits that make her look like a celibate colegiala. I’m sure she didn’t look like that when you met her. Nick Muray, my Nicky, tells me he took many very beautiful photos of her, and that I am welcome to look into his archive and find one I like for the painting. He’s also very good friends with that bitch Clare Luce, and she already told him about the commission.

I really like Muray, you know? I mean … I really like him. I will take up his offer to dig into his files, if only to have an excuse to spend a full evening together.

To be honest, I still don’t know if I should paint that girl, and not only because I’m pretty sure you fucked her.

I think I read her story at least twenty times today, over and over until the folds on the newspaper began to tear and my fingers were all smudged with ink and sweat.

Her story made me feel … I don’t know what, but it made me feel, and these days I don’t want to feel my body or my heart. I don’t want to speak, or hear, or sleep, or wish, or be locked up, or go out. I don’t want to feel the fabrics, or see the colours, or smell the damned turpentine. I don’t want to miss you. I don’t want to need you.

I read Dorothy had lost her latest beaux, Harry Hopkins, just like I’m losing you. I heard her acting was so bad even her closest girlfriends laughed behind her back. I’m just like her: a fraud that paints like la chingada. And people who don’t love me as much as you … they do notice.

Ay, Dieguito, the more I think of her, the more I feel this void in me. I imagine it like the centre of a canvas set on fire, blackening first and then this gaping hole expanding to the edges.

This will be the most painful portrait I’ve ever had to paint.



1940

‘Twentieth floor, did you say?’

‘Sixteenth,’ Clare specified. As if that would have made a difference, she thought even as she said it, but the duchess still frowned in horror, passing her another coupe of champagne.

‘God, how awful!’

‘It was. Thank goodness it wasn’t me they called to identify the poor girl.’

‘Who did it?’

‘The porter, initially. I think they called him Billy. And then Dorothy’s father corroborated as soon as he arrived from Pittsburgh.’

‘My, it must have been quite the ordeal for him.’

‘Yes. I spoke to him at the funeral. I’ve never seen anyone so pale. Well … Dorothy’s sister, perhaps.’

‘I can imagine. And her mother!’

Clare could not help tensing her lips. She tried to cover it with her glass. There was no point telling that lie again. Even that damned Kahlo had learned the truth very soon.

‘A blessing in disguise. The good woman passed away almost twenty years ago. Pelvic cancer. She was only forty-two. Dorothy was eighteen.’

‘And you said nobody ever quite knew why your friend –?’ Wallis noticed that the attendant was still there, standing proudly by the champagne cooler with his perfectly starched shirt and his lustrous white waistcoat. She gave him a little wave, as if shooing a fly, and the young man bowed at once and left.

The duchess had a leisurely sip, mildly annoyed, while Clare discreetly admired the royal suite. High French windows, heavy satin curtains, Louis XVI chairs with graceful oaken legs, and fresh flowers everywhere, arranged as only la gouvernante at the Ritz could ever do.

And yet everything paled in comparison to the view from the balcony. The sky was now a slight shade of pink, the first tiny stars beginning to appear at the indigo zenith.

Clare’s own rooms, though still amongst the Ritz’s best, must have been a third this size, with only one window looking over the gardens, where there had been the incessant noise of drilling and digging ever since she arrived – the hotel was building an extra bombproof cellar, they had told her.

‘You said nobody knew why she did it,’ Wallis resumed, ‘but you must have your inklings.’

Clare sighed. ‘Of course I do. We all did. Dorothy had her share of disappointments, but I always thought –’

‘None of that was bad enough to make her do it?’ the duchess ventured, and Clare felt as if the woman had plunged a tiny needle into her chest.

She looked at the balcony. The windows looking onto the square now glowed in gold, contrasting with the cool colours of the stone.

‘I’m not like her,’ she said. ‘I was never like her. People say I’m a mighty cold woman, but I’m only what I’ve had to become. I had to elbow my way up in the world. I wasn’t born well off at all, like her.’

‘Neither was I, dear. As I’m sure you know.’

Of course Clare knew. Every newspaper on either side of the Atlantic had covered the humble origins of Wallis Simpson in dissecting detail: her suspicious birth only seven months into her parents’ marriage; her father’s early death; how her mother had depended on charity from her in-laws …

To Clare it all sounded painfully close to home. Her own parents had never married, and after they separated, her mother had had to resort to a long string of “uncles” to secure her children’s education. Before the wealthy uncles arrived, Clare had known only coal stoves, icy outhouses and second hand clothes.

‘We have done well, haven’t we?’ the duchess said with a smile, spreading her slim arm over the antique French sofa.

Clare sighed, thinking she was at the brink of losing it all.

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘and that’s one of the reasons I never take any of this for granted. But Dorothy was born into wealth, and she always assumed she’d do well in life. Perhaps with good reason. Her first stage job was with Fred Astaire.’

Technically not true. Dorothy had run away from home aged sixteen and, to her parents’ dismay, very soon found work as a Ziegfeld girl, gliding on the stage with thirty other showgirls, all kicking high in perfect synchrony, scantily clad with sequins and plumes. But the duchess needn’t know that.

‘Fred Astaire!’ Wallis repeated, smiling.

‘Yes. That’s how I met her. I got assigned to review Astaire’s new show for Vogue, and I sneaked in backstage during the final ovation.

‘One of the stagehands was telling me to go away, but Dorothy came from behind, grabbed me by the hand and shouted, Oh, cousin, here you are!

‘She was so beautiful it was irritating. Honestly. With that pointy chin and those dreamy eyes. I could tell at once that any light would suit her. Any dress. No dangerous angles. The sort of beauty that can take a girl anywhere in the –’ Clare could not help glancing at Wallis’s heavy jaw, and from her slight grimace it was clear that the duchess was not too keen to hear about other women’s beauty. ‘And, my, she could dance!’ Clare added promptly. ‘I had spotted her from my seat. I’d never seen a girl as lithe as her. The sweeps and arcs she did with her legs!

‘I told her so as she dragged me to the dressing rooms, and I thanked her for the favour. She said, I’m not such a good Samaritan, I’m afraid. I saw your hipflask from the stage! Still Prohibition days, mind.’

Wallis threw her head backwards to laugh.

‘We drank and smoked and chatted with the other girls,’ Clare went on, ‘and then Fred Astaire himself came by, and Dorothy’

– Clare smiled – ‘she pulled my cigarette from my mouth – I’ll show you a trick, she said – and stuck it into Astaire’s lips. He was as confused as the rest of us. Don’t move, she told him, and she pushed the other girls aside. She did some ballet stretches, and then threw the highest kick I have ever seen, all the way to Astaire’s chin as if to kick his head off. We all screamed, and then saw the cigarette flying cleanly out of Astaire’s mouth. He was petrified while all we girls cheered! I told them they should include that as part of their act.’

The duchess laughed. ‘I would have paid to see that!’

Clare, feeling slightly more at ease, took a tiny sip. The drink was excellent. ‘I got my interview with Astaire, of course, and Dorothy and I became fast friends. Ah, the fun she had those days. The things she saw! Do you may remember that Countess Edwina Mountbatten had a very short affair with Astaire?’

Wallis ginned. ‘Of course I do, dear! August 1924. They danced the Charleston in some dire little club in Manhattan. It was in all the papers the next day. Dickie Mountbatten had come down with tonsillitis, or so I read, so Edwina had carte blanche to party every night till dawn. A real bed-hopper, she was.’

Clare raised a brow. ‘Was, you say?’

They laughed and clinked glasses.

‘The duke, your now husband, also joined them a few times,’ Clare said, certain the detail would keep Wallis on the edge of her seat, and it did. ‘On a different trip, that is. When Lord Mountbatten wasn’t ill.’

‘Of course. My David and Mountbatten were inseparable back then.’

‘Well, Dorothy was there too.’

‘Oh!’ Wallis let out, and she made a slight squint – eerily similar to Frida Kahlo’s when Clare had said too much about Dorothy’s connections with Señor Rivera. This time, however, she had weaved it into the conversation quite deliberately.

‘I remember Dorothy telling me just the day after.’ Clare mimicked Dorothy’s low-pitched, silky voice, with the wide vowels of her Pennsylvania accent. ‘Freddie caught me just as I was taking off my makeup. Asked me to join him and “some pals” for cocktails and a quick dance. I felt a little jealous, to be frank. Back then I was broke and had very few friends. Her eyes where beaming when she said, I turned him down twice, but he kept budging me, so I had to say yes. We went out to this huge limo, and I nearly swooned when we got in and I saw who Freddie’s “pals” were.’

Wallis was still squinting. ‘But you said those were still Prohibition times, right?’

‘Not for the Prince of Wales and Fred Astaire, for sure!’ Clare said. ‘According to Dorothy, they danced and danced till dawn, and the waiters kept topping up the champagne, and after that night the Prince of Wales and Lord Mountbatten attended ten more performances.’

‘Ten!’

Clare shook her head. ‘I doubt there were ten. Dorothy liked to embellish things from time to time.’ Don’t we all? she thought.

Wallis gave a soft nod, her violet eyes somewhat lost. ‘Did they – I mean, Dorothy and … David …?’

‘I couldn’t possibly know,’ Clare said, almost enjoying the tension. ‘If they did, Dorothy never mentioned it to me. She was already after Gaillard Thomas, who would eventually become her first husband.’ But she was still frequenting a handful of other potential suitors, Clare thought better not to say. ‘Whatever the case, that was sixteen years ago. Well before your time, dear.’

But the duchess seemed pensive, her eyes looking sideways. That new piece of information did not appear to please her at all.

‘I was mainly telling you this,’ Clare rushed to say, fearing she’d teased the woman too much, ‘because Dorothy was nineteen back then. Can you imagine that? Nineteen and already out dancing and drinking with Fred Astaire and the Prince of Wales. She must have thought the party would only get better and better.’

Wallis remained thoughtful for an agonising moment, and Clare thought she might be about to kick her out.

‘I remember when I was nineteen,’ the duchess said at last, with a wistful glow in her eyes. ‘I had just come out of that odious boarding school for girls in Maryland. They taught me how to sit, how to smile, how to cross my legs – and they belted me if I couldn’t balance a book on top of my head. From time to time, they taught us some math too.’

Clare memorised every single word, forcing herself to hope. If she got out of her conundrum, and Baruch spared Henry’s life, Clare would have to write that damned Europe-at-war book, if only to keep up appearances.

‘So,’ the Duchess resumed, ‘how did things go sour with Fred Astaire?’

‘Why do you think they went sour?’

‘Because they always do.’

‘Always?’

‘Always.’

‘Well, they did,’ Clare admitted, ‘but not the way you might think. Fred and Dorothy might still be best friends today had things turned out differently.’

‘Oh?’

‘Dorothy hardly ever talked about it, and it didn’t surprise me. It was all so horrible. It was on the night of her last performance with Fred Astaire. She told me – years later, mind – that she had felt uneasy all day. She couldn’t explain it; she was twitchy, short of breath, and her legs trembled like it was opening night. Fred had to help her do their breathing exercises even as the curtains went up.’

‘Did she ruin the show?’

‘Oh no, on the contrary. Dorothy performed like never before. She said it was as if the choreography brought her back to life; that she’d never forget the thrill of spinning in Fred Astaire’s arms that last time, with all the limelight and the cheering and the heat. She said it was like being drunk on it. I remember her closing her eyes as she told me all that, like she could still see it and feel it.

‘She said there was thunderous applause, and that her heart was still throbbing after she changed out of her costume. But then –’

Clare took a little sip. Then a second. Pauses were always good for dramatic effect.

‘Dorothy toasted and hugged and kissed everyone, and they all agreed to go out for a round of cocktails. She had to go home first, I can’t remember why, but people insisted she go straight to the club with them. They insisted so much she had to scuttle away down the fire stairs.

‘I remember I saw those steps once before – one night I sneaked in backstage to surprise her with a bottle of banned stuff. Horrible stairs: rusty steel, all grimy and creaky. Very steep too.’

‘Like in a bad Brooklyn tenement?’

‘Exactly. Now, Dorothy didn’t tell me this, but I know she had a quarrel as she was leaving.’

‘A quarrel? Who with?’

‘I don’t really know. Nobody does. One of the chorus girls told me she was walking down the street when she saw Dorothy at the top of the stairs. The girl stopped, again to persuade her to join them for drinks, and she saw Dorothy talking to a huge man in a dark suit. They were high up and it was almost midnight, so she didn’t see his face.

‘The man grabbed Dorothy by the arm. She pulled away and screamed. They struggled. Dorothy missed her step and rolled all the way down. She hit the brick wall and then the edge of each and every step; the chorus girl said she’d never forget the sound of Dorothy’s body banging on the steel. And then she saw her lying on the pavement, all bruised and covered in dirt. She said Dorothy looked like a shapeless bundle, with her legs bent in awkward ways.’

The duchess was perfectly still, her lips slightly parted.

‘What happened to the man?’ she whispered.

‘I don’t know. The girl told me she ran to help Dorothy. When she looked up, the man was gone.’

‘And nobody …?’

‘No. People rushed to get an ambulance. It was hours before anyone even thought of looking for him.’

‘And your friend Dorothy said nothing, I assume.’

‘Nothing. She only told me the story on two occasions, and she never mentioned the man. She only said she tripped, and I didn’t want to probe too much. I think – it must have been one of those embarrassing situations, you know? An old beau, perhaps. By then it was clear that she would soon get engaged to this man Gaillard Thomas, so maybe she didn’t want to start airing her old affairs. Or maybe Dorothy never even mentioned him at all because he had something on her. Dirty linen or …’ She sighed and had a sip of champagne. ‘It doesn’t matter anymore, does it?’

‘I guess not,’ the duchess said, still looking thoughtful.

Clare breathed in. The next part was worse.

‘I wept, wept when I first walked into her hospital room. Dorothy was still out from the anaesthetic, but she looked – God, she looked half dead. As pale as bones. And she was in this horrible cast, from her waist and all the way to her neck.’

‘She broke her backbone?’

‘Yes, five vertebrae. She had to wear that thing for months.’

‘Poor girl! And I guess she never danced again?’

‘Not on the stage, no. She was lucky to walk, quite frankly. It was so sad. And she never got rid of some stabbing aches in winter.’

The duchess shook her head.

‘So young …’ she muttered, and there was something strange in the way she furrowed her brow, her gaze low. The story might have struck a nerve. Clare was curious to ask why, but she refrained. She had yet to gain the woman’s trust.

‘I spoke to her a few days later, still at the hospital, but she barely said a word. Her father told me she hadn’t spoken much to him either, or anyone else. For a good while she was like this empty vessel, just hovering about. She’d listen to you and from time to time she’d give you a kind reply, but there was always some … detachment, as if she couldn’t quite engage with things anymore. Her eyes never glowed quite the same way again.’ Clare tilted her head. ‘Well, only briefly, a few years later.’ A quick sigh. ‘She always told me I didn’t understand her, but I did. All the dreams of becoming a dancer, all the fights with her father, not being with her dying mother, all the years of training – well, not that many, but at that age it surely felt like a lifetime.’ Clare snapped her fingers. ‘All that gone in one moment.

‘I did all I could to help her feel better. I saw her frequently at the hospital and then at her home. I brought her her favourite bonbons and perfumes, even though I myself was struggling with money at the time. I tried to distract her from talking about her forthcoming wedding and the honeymoon plans, but nothing ever helped. She simply sat in her cast, looking out the window, almost always tearful. Every time I saw her, I felt like I was letting her down, that I could have done more.

‘The first of my many failures.’



The Casa Azul Files

Letter #1, posted by Diego Rivera

November 21, 1938

Mi niñita,

It took me so long to reply because that letter of yours arrived before I got back from Pátzcuaro, and it got mixed with some other papers when they ‘tidied up’ my things.

[…]

I find very interesting that business with Sra Luce.

I think it would be best that you do the painting she commissioned, the one of the suicide, while you’re over there. Whatever you need for daily expenses and accommodation is on me. It would be very interesting to make close friendship with Señora Luce, and you can try to tilt her to our political side. Let’s see how sharp you are at this.

[…]

To work on her painting, it would be good, I think, to move to a bigger room at the hotel. That’s on me too, of course.

[…]

A million kisses and hugs from your smelly sapo rana.

Diego



1938

Cartas que no envié

Ay ay ay, Dieguito, why did you have to fuck my sister?

I didn’t mind all your other whores pedalling on my bicycle. Seriously. But my sister? Of all the chochos in the world you had to pick hers?

Pinche Cristina. You have always known how much I hate her: the younger one, the prettier one, the one that stole Mamá from me even before she was born. Because Mamá was still breastfeeding me when she fell pregnant again, remember? So they had to get me a wet nurse. And then, as soon as Cristina was born, she was always Mamá’s favourite, with her green eyes and that little face of hers like she wouldn’t hurt a fly. And then I got polio. I was only six years old and I had to spend nine months in bed, all alone for hours and hours sometimes, and it was then that I started dreaming of a second Frida that sat next to me and laughed and told me stories of the outside, and she could run and jump, and she would bring me butterflies and snails and crickets from the garden. And in the meantime, my right leg shrivelled like a plant without water, and grew thinner and shorter than my left. When I finally got out of my bedroom, I had to wear shoes with an extra wooden heel nailed to them, and when I rode my bicycle, the other girls would yell at me, There goes Frida peg leg! The cabronas.

And Cristina was all laughter and joy and beauty, and Mamá Matilde dressed her up like a princess and tied ribbons on her hair, and the little bitch already crossed her chubby legs like a grown-up lady.

Pinche Cristina. Of course you would prefer her. To you she must have looked like a sweet, crumbly mueganito, waiting for you to crush her with your teeth.

Are you still fucking her, by the way? I’m sure you are.

No wonder you want me to stay in New York for as long as I can. No wonder you want me to go to Paris. Ay sí sí, I pay for everything, mi niña linda. Get a bigger room! On me! Go make friends with the capitalist bitch! Here, have two thousand dolarucos for your trip, so my niña linda gets to see Paris!

Bullshit. You want me out of the way, so you can go dip your brushes in whichever mucky pot you want.

If only I didn’t need your puto dinero!

I hope not forever. I’m thinking and sketching ideas for the Dorothy Hale painting, and now it’s not only because of the money. I decided I have to paint her.

Noguchi told me that Dorothy broke her back when she was just nineteen or twenty. Fell down some stairs or something. She had to use a full cast for months and months. After he told me, Noguchi had to get me three large vodkas (the closest thing to tequila you can get in this town de mierda).

I kept thinking, Could this be fate?

I was eighteen when I had the accident. Well before I met you and you fucked me over even worse than that tranvía.

Because yes, I broke my collar bone and two ribs, and I had eleven fractures on my right leg, and the surgeon had to piece my foot together like crushed pottery from Tlaquepaque, and the bus’s handrail pierced me in the back and came out through my vagina (what a way to lose your virginity). And yes, you still have fucked me over worse than that.

I don’t really remember much of the accident, to be honest. Alex, my dear Alex, my first boyfriend, he remembered it all. We hopped together onto that damned crate, that rackety wooden bus that looked like a huacal with wheels. We first took another one home, but I noticed I had left my parasol at the preparatoria school, and we got off and went back, but couldn’t find it. So on the huacal we went.

And then the tranvía hit us.

Alex says that the wood bent. That the entire bus bent like rubber, until his knees touched the knees of the man sitting on the bench opposite him. And then the wood cracked, and it was like an explosion of glass and splinters and a rain of blood.

I don’t remember when the handrail skewered my back. I don’t remember that there was a house painter carrying golden powder, and that it flew everywhere and got mixed with my blood. I must have looked like a Chinese lantern.

I don’t remember that before the ambulance arrived some random man, just passing by, decided to pull the handrail out of me, and that my screams were louder than the sirens.

I do remember that another man carried me into a shop and put me on a billiard table until the ambulance arrived. And of course I remember the damned hospitals and the casts and the operations.

Dorothy Hale had to lie flat on her back for weeks and weeks, just like me. And just like her, I had to wear that damned plaster corset for months because the cabronsísimos doctors didn’t give a chingada and didn’t x-ray my spine, and only one year later, when I couldn’t walk and the pain was so strong it made me scream, they realised I had three vertebrae out of place.

Noguchi hadn’t met Dorothy back then, when she broke her back, but she told him she would cry and cry every night, just like me in that filthy hospital in San Jerónimo, when I saw Death, la pelona, dancing around my bed and playing her ribs like a marimba. And no wonder. They had to knock me out with chloroform, and then they gave me injections of Sedol to ease the pain, and then cocaine, which was the only thing that worked. More or less.

It was then that I painted my self-portrait in the purple coat. Do you remember it? Mamá had no money after all my medical bills (she might as well have burnt all those pinches pesos for all the good those matasanos did to me), but she still managed to pay for that custom-made easel to prop on my bed. It looked like two wooden Xs with clips, so that I could fix the panels on them and paint on my back. I cried so hard when she came in and gave it to me. The pícara was smiling ear to ear. I miss her so much, crazy as she always was.

And then I painted myself wearing velvet and gold brocades, with a very long neck and very white skin. I have never painted myself so pretty again. Not even for you. And I cried so hard when I was working on it. Before the accident I was sure I’d never be as gorgeous as that puta Cristina, but … ay, Dieguito, what I wouldn’t give now to be that whole again. To just get up and run like the wind like I did in the halls of the preparatoria, when everyone said I looked like a gazelle.

I wish I had kept that painting, but I gave it to that cabrón Alex, just before he started telling everyone that I was a whore and I that had been sleeping with all the boys at the preparatoria. Maybe I had with a few, but the bastard at least could have waited until the doctors took my damned cast off!

Thinking of it … I could paint Dorothy in a similar pose. Very Tamara de Lempicka, with a cigarette in hand and some New York buildings in the background. Noguchi told me she loved Lempicka’s ladies. That bitch Clare would love that.

I’ll keep thinking. Tomorrow I’ll see Nicky Muray. He telephoned me and invited me to the opening of some gallery with a name I can’t remember. He said we could go to his apartment after the exhibit and then I could see his photographs of Dorothy.

I love that he said I could go after not before the party.
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‘But she did marry after the accident, right? One Gaillard Thomas, you said?’

‘Yes.’

‘The name sounds familiar.’

‘You might have heard of the father. Same name. A very famous gynaecologist. He literally wrote the book on Diseases of Women.’

‘Then no, dear. I never read about upset cunnies.’

Clare blushed a little. ‘Then – you might have read about the son’s catastrophes. His name was in all the papers just two years ago. He got in trouble with the law.’

The duchess shifted on the sofa. ‘My, this is getting interesting. Did Dorothy like bad boys? She must have if she liked Fred Astaire.’

‘Gaillard was something of a bad boy, that’s true. And ridiculously rich – well, at least back then. He looked a lot like his father. They both had a very strong …’ She nearly said jaw. ‘A very strong, firm stare. Clear blue eyes and this air of – I don’t know, danger about them.’

‘Better and better.’

Clare could not repress a bitter smile. ‘We all think so, don’t we? When we’re young. We like the bad boys with their confident gaits and their broad shoulders and their thick wrists. And then …’ She had to stop herself there, the memories of George, her first husband, sneaking into her head. Whenever she spoke of him, the first thought that came to mind was that nauseating instant at her wedding ceremony. When the man, twice her age, bent down to kiss her, all she could smell was the stench of bootleg gin.

‘I take it your first marriage was no picnic,’ said the duchess, reading Clare’s face with an accuracy worthy of a Yard inspector.

‘A damned alcoholic,’ Clare was always happy to volunteer. ‘We were only married for five years and some months. It was all over by 1929, just before Black Thursday and the Depression. Rather fittingly, don’t you think?’

‘I’m sorry, dear. Did you have to go to Reno?’

‘Don’t we all?’ Clare said. Cupid’s Graveyard, as women called it in recent years. Nevada was the only American state where divorces could be filed without any legal restrictions. And since one only had to live there for three months to become a resident, the locals had made an industry of it. ‘My guesthouse was like a party house, dear. Rum and gigolos and loud jazz, but I was ill most of the time. Some sort of anaemia, the doctor said. He prescribed me iron injections.’

‘God, how awful,’ said Wallis. Clare, while doing her best to keep a long face, rejoiced at the thought of gaining sympathy from the duchess.

‘The only good things I got out of old George,’ she said after a sigh, ‘were my alimony and my lovely daughter.’

Again, she saw a flash of Ann bent over the dead body of Henry, her hands covered in his blood. Clare bit her lip to repress a gasp.

‘You only have one child, right?’ Wallis asked then. ‘I remember Henry said so two years ago.’

‘Yes. My little Ann. Well, not that little anymore. She’ll be sixteen in two weeks! Next year we’ll probably get her a few headshots for Vogue. Start easing her into society.’

Unimpressed, the duchess arched a brow. ‘And I understand no children with Henry Luce?’

Her tone went up just enough to show what she was thinking.

Clare gulped, very conscious of the cruel speculations about what went on in her and Henry’s bedroom. Wallis clearly knew. For a moment Clare couldn’t decide whether or not to put her glass down; whether or not to give the duchess what she was fishing for.

‘No,’ she said bitterly, and she bit her lip to keep from remarking that Wallis was childless too, even rumoured to be barren. Clare’s eyes must have given her thoughts away, because suddenly the duchess seemed uncomfortable. The woman rushed to refill her own glass, and a heavy gloom settled in the air.

Have I ruined it so soon? Clare thought. Thankfully the duchess spoke before long, and to Clare’s surprise, she sounded almost apologetic.

‘My first marriage – it wasn’t that good either.’ She stared at nothing for a moment, and a slight quiver in her eyes suggested she was also being assaulted by a torrent of bad memories.

Clare nearly said I know. Like everyone else, she had read plenty about Wallis’s first husband – Earl Winfred Spencer Jr, also reputed to have been an alcoholic and a violent beater. Rumour had it he used to tie Wallis to the bed or lock her in the bathroom whenever he didn’t want her to go out.

Clare had seen his portrait in gossip magazines. The man must have dazzled the young Wallis with his military uniform and brooding eyes. And from what Clare had read, Wallis would have been twenty years old when she married him.

She could but smile. Herself, married to alcoholic George Brokaw; Dorothy, married to crook Gaillard Thomas; Wallis, married to wife-beater Winfred Spencer. All three of them aged twenty! As precise as if it had been their military service.

Wallis, however lucky now, had been the most naive of the three. At least George and Gaillard had been well-heeled.

‘It always hurts a little deeper, doesn’t it?’ Wallis said. ‘When the first marriage ends, I mean. That’s the only one you’re always sure will last forever. You hear all the unhappy stories, the divorces, the quarrels, the beatings, and you always think it’s going to be different for you. You fancy yourself a little bit more special than the rest. You’re at your youngest and your happiest, and you never even consider that things might get sour.’

Though still upset by the comment on her childless marriage, Clare felt a twinge of compassion for the woman. Wallis had even travelled all the way to Hong Kong in one last attempt to patch things up with her husband, who was stationed there at the time. He must have repelled her like curdled milk, because she left him for good merely days after her arrival and then joined other idle navy wives on their trips across the Far East. Nobody ever knew exactly what she’d been up to, but rumours ranged from passionate lovers and botched abortions to ‘love lessons’ at the brothels of Shanghai.

‘Sorry, darling,’ the duchess said then, as if reawakened by a cold draught. ‘I interrupted your story.’

Clare blinked, her mind momentarily blank.

‘Dorothy’s first husband,’ Wallis had to remind her. ‘Gaillard Thomas. Was it a bad divorce?’

Clare clicked her tongue. ‘It was a bad marriage from the very start. Gaillard spent all his time in his murky businesses and – well, most likely with his other girls. He and Dorothy would spend weeks apart, sometimes in different cities, and she’d not even mention his name. I was her only friend in those days. After the wedding, she and Fred Astaire drifted apart, and she stopped calling all her dancing friends too.’

‘Really? Did she snub them?’

‘Oh, no, it wasn’t that. I rather think she was … I shouldn’t be saying this out loud, but I think she must have been a little resentful.’

‘Resentful?’

‘Yes. Reading about them touring and rehearsing and having a fabulous time, while she had to stay at home, with pains in her spine, waiting for her husband to show up. And it wasn’t like she could join them either. Married women can’t go out and party with dancers and chorus girls, can they?’

‘True.’

‘That must have stung for the rest of her life. All the things that could have been.’

Wallis twisted her lips. ‘I know a thing or two about that,’ she said, and downed half the glass in one gulp.

‘And then Dorothy finally burst,’ Clare said. ‘She came all tearful to my house in Sands Point. It was early spring, so still very cold, and she came on crutches! She said she’d been having horrible bouts of pain in her back, and that Gaillard didn’t even look up from his ledger when she asked him to ring the doctor. There’s the damn telephone, I think he told her.’

There was thorough understanding on Wallis’s face. ‘She must have gone through that a hundred times before, I bet you.’

Clare nodded. ‘I’m sure she had. She stayed with me for a full month, and after that she was off to Reno too. In all fairness, she divorced right on time.’

‘Because of his troubles with the law?’ Wallis said. ‘What did he do?’

Clare smiled. ‘I saved the best for last. Gaillard was a stockbroker. He started a firm with his family’s wealth and very soon he was making millions. Too soon, in fact.’

‘Oh, I see where this is going …’

‘We didn’t know it back then – well, perhaps Dorothy did and that’s one of the reasons she abandoned ship – but for years Gaillard had been embezzling his customers’ securities, overvaluing dividends and those sorts of frauds. These were Prohibition years still, so you can imagine the type of clientele he had. Somebody grassed on him two years ago, and he simply told the governing committee he had no idea about any of the fiddling that was going on. He blamed it all on his partners. Nobody believed him, of course.’

‘Did he go to jail?’

‘No, he managed to avoid that. But he is still suspended from the Stock Exchange. And ever since he’s been a pariah in New York and all the respectable –’

‘I’m a little confused on the dates, dear,’ the duchess jumped in, arching a brow. ‘You said they caught him two years ago?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you remember when? Which month?’

Clare nodded. ‘I remember reading it in The New York Times. Vividly. I was working on the final corrections of this play of mine, Kiss the Boys Goodbye, when Henry broke into my parlour to show me the paper. So, it would have been … end of January 1938. Which is the same year –’

‘The same year my David invited you and Henry to dine with us here in Paris!’ Wallis interjected with a terse laugh.

Clare wanted to smack her in the face. Instead, she showed an intriguing smirk. ‘Oh, that was a momentous event, of course, but no. I was going to say that 1938 was the same year Dorothy died.’ Clare shook her head. ‘Poor girl. Gaillard gave her a good deal of trouble in her last year.’

The eyes of the duchess sparkled. ‘Did he? How?’

‘First of all, Dorothy almost became guilty by association. She’d been married to him, and then he paid her a substantial alimony for several years. Tainted money. Some even claimed that she knew where all that wealth had come from. That she –’

‘But you said you also thought she might have known.’

Clare grimaced. ‘I did. I do. But it’s one thing to suspect something and turn a blind eye and another completely to know she was actively implicated, like some claimed.’

‘Did you ask her?’

Another grimace. ‘No, I never got the chance. By then … we were already drifting apart. But I’m jumping ahead. I was going to say that Dorothy denied everything and tried to play down her connection to him. That is, until he started calling her.’

‘Calling her? Do you mean … in ’38?’

‘Yes, at the peak of his legal scandals. It was terribly embarrassing for Dorothy. By then she was living in her last flat just off Central Park and moving in very high society. Gaillard once called her in the middle of a party, and everyone found out within minutes it was him.’

‘God! What did he want?’

Clare smiled. The tale was working. ‘I’ll tell you all that, of course, but for that to make sense …’

She paused until Wallis had to speak. ‘Yes?’

‘For all that to make sense, I first need to tell you about Dorothy’s second husband: Gardner Hale, the muralist. Now, that’s a story. Dorothy’s happiest times were just around the corner.

‘Her greatest tragedy too.’
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Cartas que no envié

I did as you told me, panzón.

I moved to one of the bigger suites to work on the painting. It’s two floors above my old room and it’s facing south, so it gets very good light for a few hours every day. At least that is what the administrator told me. I don’t know yet. The weather has been de mierda.

I told Levy I was going to start Clare’s commission, and he said he would send me brushes, oils and a panel of masonite, all on him. I think he is still trying to get back into my bed (poor escuintle, he’s all pellejo and bones) or maybe he wants to butter up that Clare.

Still, Levy was very nice, and he even asked what size of board I needed. I thought that for the four hundred ‘bucks’ that the bitch is paying me I couldn’t paint her one of my tiny retablos the size of your balls, so I asked Levy to cut me a panel sixty by fifty. He asked how much that was in inches, and I told him to go to la chingada.

I still have no idea what I will paint. I am only sure that I need masonite for this work. Levy first offered to send me a canvas, but I told him linen wouldn’t be right, not after Nicky Muray showed me his photos of Dorothy. He had two I really liked.

The first one was not by him but by his friend Man Ray. He took it in Paris, while Dorothy was travelling all over Europe. She met some pipirisnáis movie director in Paris, and he wanted her in one of his movies. They needed a photo to send to the big cacas in Hollywood, so they could sign off on her. They couldn’t have sent a nicer photo. She is in profile, looking up and with her hair on her shoulders. Her lips are thin, and her nose is all pointy and delicate.

And her skin was so smooth! Like marble. As soon as I saw it, I knew that canvas would be too grainy to do her justice. It just annoys me that I will have to prepare the board. You know how it gets on the tip of my tits to spread and sand the gesso (you have Manuelito to do those jobs for you), and then I will have to wait two or three days until the layers dry. At least that will give me more time to think.

In the other photo (by Nicky) she looks even prettier. She is in a tres cuartos pose, with a light so gentle it’s like it’s caressing her jaw. What a beautiful curve. It is almost mathematical, like a Da Vinci. I can already feel myself caressing that delicate cheek with my brushes, and tracing her eyelashes, so long, with a brush with single bristle.

Her eyes looked so clear I thought they were blue, but Nicky said they were a pale hazel, almost gold, like honey, and when they caught light at the right angle they shone in a shade he had never seen before. He’s so angry he only took black-and-whites of her, but he said he can come to my hotel and help me mix the colour. He says he will remember her eyes forever.

No wonder you liked her so much, panzón. And no wonder the studios hired her immediately.

And to think that all the gringas she called ‘friends’ laughed at her behind her back. Her acting was so bad that even that bitch Clare didn’t want her in her plays. Best friends mi abuela.

I am thinking …

I could paint her like the prerafaelinos painted Ofelia. Do you remember that painting? Ofelia looking very pretty, with flowers all around her, singing and floating in the river, the moment right before she drowned. I could paint Dorothy floating in the air, like flying, just before she hit the ground. And staring directly at the viewer, so that all her ‘girlfriends’ can look at her and see all the beauty that they helped destroy. See if they can face her then.

That would be a retablo! The exact words that bitch Clare said when she asked me to paint Dorothy: a nice retablo. She probably just read the word somewhere and spat it out to look like she had three grams of brain, not knowing that a retablo in Mexico is like an ex-voto: something you paint and leave at the altar, either to thank for a favour from God, or to mourn for a death.

Yes. I will give her the retablo she asked for. And it will be a fantastic painting.

But … ay, Dieguito, I am scratching my desk with my nails now.

Doesn’t it make you mad? When you know what you want to do, when you can see the final painting in your mind, and you know what sensation you want it to inspire in people, and you feel it in your guts like butterflies, and it makes your heart ache because it’s so wonderful and exciting, and your hands itch to find the brushes, and you just know that you have to paint or you’ll die … But then you remember that you are not that talented. You realise you are too ambitious, and you know that you will never achieve the beauty that you saw in your mind.

You would have painted her much better. I know it. You are the one who learned how to sketch copying Greek marbles in Paris. Also, you are the one who saw her in the flesh, and only God knows how close.

I asked Nicky if he knew that you had met her. He said he didn’t really know, but that it wouldn’t surprise him if you had. He said that you and Dorothy had many friends in common (Nicky himself!), so you two would have been invited to the same galleries and the same parties. And if you had your eyes on her, that explains why I never met her.

The question made Nicky all nervous, especially when I mentioned the watercolour that you gave her. I don’t know why. He gulped and stammered like a macaco, which he never does, so I didn’t ask for more details. Besides, he was pouring me some of that expensive wine he likes, and looking very handsome with his lovely cheekbones and his cigarette pressed between his lips. He has gorgeous lips. And the way he held the bottle, just with the tips of his fingers, like it was a violin bow. When he comes downstairs, his legs roll down like a trickle of water in a fountain, and he doesn’t even make a sound. Everything about him is so sensuous and sleek and elegant. The way he holds the camera, the way he reassembles the folds of my clothes when he’s photographing me, the way he pulls the fabrics down to show just enough in the frame … It must be from all the years he’s done fencing.

Ay, Dieguito, I’m glad I took the wine and shut my mouth.

I was with dear, dear Nicky.

I wasn’t going to spend the rest of the night talking about you.
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‘It was around that time that we met Señor Rivera,’ Clare said.

‘Signor who?’

‘Diego Rivera. The Mexican muralist.’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘Well, after she divorced Gaillard Thomas, Dorothy went through this “plastic arts” phase.’

‘How typical! Trying to find herself after a letdown?’

‘Something like that, but I think we all went a little mad with art in the twenties. It was all art deco, cubism, muralism and surrealism everywhere.’

‘Odious modernism,’ said Wallis, wrinkling her upper lip. ‘I never cared for any of that. Is there really a difference between a painting by someone who chooses to paint like a child and a child’s painting?’

‘Some of it is fascinating,’ Clare rebuked, though in a measured tone. If she seemed too meek, Wallis would know that she was after something. ‘I had some interest before – O’Keeffe, Rousseau, Picasso – but it was Dorothy who really got me into the art circles. She came to Paris to study sculpture and frescoes, and she had enough alimony to rub shoulders with the artistic elite.’

‘Only the shoulders, dear?’ Wallis teased, and Clare had to feign a smile.

‘When she went back to the States,’ she said, ‘Dorothy took me to all the galleries and displays. There’ll be free drinks, she always told me. The fun we had at those parties, dear! We got to see the best art, the best clothes, and no one can shake a martini better than an affected modernist painter.

‘Dorothy also introduced me to dozens of the most interesting people I’ve met in my life. Isamu was one of them. Isamu Noguchi.’

‘Oh, he does sound familiar.’

‘He must. His career has skyrocketed, and in good part thanks to Dorothy. She introduced him to all the right people – including me – after they had a short fling.’

‘After?’

‘Yes, they remained friends.’

‘How unusual.’

‘Perhaps, but Isamu has this … talent. He charms and flatters so smoothly. He could throw a pie in my face and I’d be laughing and pouring him more champagne … Oh, thanks, dear, just half a glass. His father was the famous poet, so he has a way with words. And he’s so thin and vulnerable-looking, with those beady eyes … I first thought he was queer, but then I heard of his strings of love affairs. And his exes always end up adoring him.’

‘Do you adore him?’ Wallis teased again.

‘Not as much as other less lucky ladies,’ Clare rushed to answer, truthfully for once. Isamu had been such a close friend, many still assumed he and Clare had been an item at some point. In reality, he had never even attempted to woo her, and she didn’t quite know why. Not that she hoped for that sort of attention from him (she was more of a Gary Cooper type of gal), but she’d always wondered why he might have given her such distinction.

‘And he became much more famous after he did this huge bas-relief for Rockefeller Center.’

Wallis raised her brows. ‘Oh, that huge stainless steel one, above the front gate?’

‘Yes. He called it News. It’s still the largest steel bas-relief in the world.’

‘I’ve seen it. Impressive work.’

‘I know, and Isamu is also famous for his bust portraits.’ Impossible for Clare not to gloat here: ‘He sculpted my face in marble a few years ago. For free, the darling!’

Sadly, that had been well before Clare had her nose surgery, so she’d had to keep the bust hidden until Isamu had agreed to update it. But Wallis didn’t need to know that.

‘Dorothy also introduced me to this wild girl,’ Clare said instead, ‘Ione Robinson.’

The duchess started on her seat. ‘Oh, I know her!’

Of course she did. Clare had also mentioned her on purpose.

‘Do you?’ she said anyway.

‘Yes. She’s friends with a few English MPs. Especially that Churchill guy who was so kind to David and me.’

Clare smiled. ‘Oh, yes. Ione is the definition of a socialite. Wealthy parents, connections, charm, beauty … Some people say we look a little alike, but I don’t see it. She was wider eyes, darker hair; definitely the prettier of the two.’ She paused, expecting the duchess to say something like Don’t be a fool, dear, you’re far more beautiful! Wallis’s face, though, remained immutable. ‘It was through her that we met all the Mexican muralists –’

Wallis grimaced. ‘Oh, dear, do I need to know that?’

‘Yes,’ Clare said. ‘That is the core of the story.’

The duchess discreetly brought a hand to her lips, as if to conceal a slight yawn.

‘You are going to love this,’ Clare said, with a slight hint of desperation as she said love. ‘When I met Ione, she had just come back from Mexico. She went there to work as an apprentice to the Señor Rivera I just mentioned.

‘After the Great War, Mexico and California were the meccas for fresco painting. Noguchi went there in the early thirties too, also to learn from Diego Rivera, although his stay was much shorter. You see, Ione, even though she was already engaged to some American journalist, had an affair with Señor Rivera. Coincidentally, a few years later Isamu had an even more torrid affair with Rivera’s then wife, one Frida Kahlo.’

‘Really?’

‘It was the most comical thing, dear. I had it from Isamu himself. They liked each other so much they even rented an apartment as a sort or rendezvous point. Frida ordered furniture for it, only the delivery man thought it was for her and her husband, so he took the bill to Señor Rivera.’

‘No!’

‘Oh, yes, and Señor Rivera ran straight to his house. Isamu and his Frida were still in bed –’

‘No!’

‘One of their servants warned them in time. Well, almost. Isamu got dressed, but the Riveras’ dog took one of his socks and ran away with it. They could already hear Señor Rivera climbing the stairs – he’s a large man, in height and girth, so it must have been like hearing the giant from ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’. Isamu had to abandon his sock to scramble down an orange tree and flee. Señor Rivera eventually found the sock, and a few days later, in perfect macho style, he went to see Isamu with a gun.’

‘Oh, dear! How very Wild West!’

‘And he said, Next time I see you, I’ll shoot your … nether regions!’

Wallis burst out in high-pitched laughter, rocking and stirring like a child, and yet never spilling one drop of champagne.

‘Oh, yes,’ Clare said. ‘Remember the Riveras, dear. They will become crucial in a little while. And I mean crucial.’

Wallis wiped a little tear. ‘I won’t forget them after this.’

‘Now, I met so many people back then I can’t quite remember whom I met first or at whose party, but suddenly …’ She took a sip, made a tantalising pause and then looked at the starry sky through the wide windows.

‘Suddenly, Gardner Hale was there.’

Wallis smirked. ‘The second husband? The love of her life?’

Clare sighed. ‘Yes, and … the beginning of the end.’
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Cartas que no envié

Gordo panzón,

I finally know why I hate that bitch Clare so much.

She is just a carbon copy of that cabrona Ione Robinson. Same face and movements and the same way of walking: sticking out their culos for everyone to see.

I stumbled across Ione the other day, you know? She has just arrived from Spain, and she’s exhibiting a bunch of her lousy paintings at Levy’s gallery. He sent me an invitation, and I told him I wouldn’t go even he pointed a gun to my tits. He then invited me to one of his parties, and it was there that I saw that viper. Pinche Levy. Why did he invite me if he knew she would be there?

I was already feeling unwell when I heard her shouting, Queridita!

I turned and there she was, as ugly as la tostada with that dimple chin that is bigger on one side, and those eyes so baggy it looks like someone is pulling them down with fish hooks.

She was already drunk hasta las chanclas, and when she came to me and grabbed my arm, the bitch spilled some of her drink all over my white huipil.

She said, Fridita! I heard you were in New York! Is it true you’re going to paint my dear Dorothy? So sad! We were such good friends, you know? Especially this past year! She and Isamu and I … We were always stuck together like mueganitos, as you people say. By the way, where is Diego?

I told her in plain English to go fuck her mother, even if all the bigmouths at the party were staring at us. I said I knew she’s been telling everyone in New York she let me marry you, Diego, out of pure pity because I was maimed. She’s also been saying that the one you actually loved was her, and that she turned you down because she was already engaged to that gringo Joe Freeman from the Yankees’ embassy. All bullshit. I remember how it happened.

You said you took her on as your apprentice because she was so talented and because she had worked with your friend George Biddle. Bullshit too. I know you just liked sketching her nalgas and her breasts. Uy sí, Ionsita linda, get up the scaffold and spread the plaster on that corner. I’ll hold the ladder for you.

Cabrón.

As soon as I looked away, you asked her to pose for you. In the nude, of course. What mural was that for? The one for Palacio Nacional? I don’t really care. I just know you needed to sketch a naked woman entangled with a snake, so you used a green hose from the garden.

I remember the cabroncita was whimpering because she felt so cold. Cold! In fucking Mexico City! And I had to bring her an electric bulb because she was afraid her chichis were going to freeze and fall off.

Ah, but it was great, great when Mr Freeman arrived. I got the door myself because Manuelito was ill. And Mr Freeman shouted, Where is she? And I didn’t even have to ask who he was talking about. She’s with my Diego, I told him, as casually as if he had asked me for the time. She’s posing for him. Desnuda.

He pulled out a pistol. (I knew he had it. I saw the bulge under his jacket.) And he asked me to tell you that Ione’s future husband had arrived. And I did, all casual too, as if I told you that your clothes had just arrived from the dry cleaner. And then Mr Freeman came in and grabbed her by her blond greñas and dragged her out of your studio still naked. I passed him her clothes as he went out. And while he saw her get dressed in the living room, I asked her if she wanted an agüita de Jamaica or a tequilita ‘for the cold’.

Ah. Recordar es vivir.

I would laugh more, but it was that pendejo Joe Freeman that got you expelled from the Mexican Communist Party. Remember, gordo? Joe had a taxi waiting for him, and after he dragged his bitch out of our house, they drove straight to the Soviet embassy, and for some reason the ambassador had a long meeting with her. Alone. She told everyone that he just scolded her for showing her mosquito bites (lopsided, by the way), being that she was engaged to Freeman. Bullshit too. Why would the Soviet ambassador give a crap what the gringas from the Yankee embassy do? Freeman must have forced her to spill everything she knew about you, which was a lot. And yes, not long after, you got expelled, although that was probably for the best. By then those pinches Stalinists were already starting to spread their poison in the party.

I reminded her of all that at Levi’s party. I know she’s always been a damned Stalinist to the marrow, and I didn’t mind saying it out loud, so all the other gringos know the sort of piltrafa they are dealing with.

I was telling her a few fresh truths about Stalin (his purge trials and the famines he is causing because he exports all the Soviet grain), but then the idiot Ione grabbed me by the waist and tried to kiss me!

In front of two hundred people!

I pushed her away and told her not to be such a ridiculous fool, and that she had never deceived me. She looked at me all pale like a chinche soplada and almost cried.

She said, Oh, Fridita, things have been really tough for me lately! Everyone thinks I’m a Trotskyist because Diego got so close to me when I was in Mexico!

Bitch.

She was the one that got close to you! But rubbing her tits on you won’t help her now. I told her I don’t kiss ‘Diego’s mouldy leftovers’ and that Trotskyists don’t befriend spying cabrones like her, and she stumbled and almost fell on her fat nalgas.

She left immediately, thank God, and then everybody told me that she’s been flirting and coqueteando with every Stalinist de mierda around town. I’m sure she’s just after their money.

Because her rich gringo Freeman just left her, didn’t you know, Diego? She just had a daughter with that cabrón and then he ran. Noguchi told me, as the ‘cherry on the cake’ like they say here, that her poor brat turned out cross-eyed.

[Fragments from this entry are also found in Kahlo’s letter posted to Diego Rivera, dated December 5, 1938. It is unclear which document was written first.]
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‘Gardner Hale was simply dashing. Statuesque and dark and handsome. Lovely brown hair and clear blue eyes. And his hands were lovely too: strong, but with long, fine fingers. True artist’s hands.’

‘Sounds dreamy,’ Wallis said.

‘And talking to him was always fascinating. He was passionate about art, but I mean art itself, you know? Not the socialist messianic trash that has been so in vogue since the end of the war. He used to say that we needed more artisans and fewer “artists” pretending that their hasty splodges are so brilliant they can change the world.’

‘And you said he was a muralist?’

‘Yes, and he became one of the best in America. It was inevitable, really. I remember how excited he got when he talked about frescoes and the renaissance techniques. The way he spoke … he made you thrilled about it.’ Clare looked at the chandelier as she reminisced. ‘You wanted to leave everything and go see all the works he talked about. He lived in Florence for a while, and there he found this ancient book by a master called Cennino Cennini, who wrote down all his trade secrets right before he died. He talked about some pigments that even today you can only find in Italy, and how the fresh limestone added this very special luminescence to –’

Clare looked down and found the duchess yawning at the art lesson. At once Clare felt like a jester on a trapdoor, Wallis’s fingers ever ready to pull a tiny lever to let her drop into whatever horror lay beneath.

‘He and Dorothy had the most charming romance,’ she said with the warmest smile she could pull. Good enough to catch Wallis’s attention again. ‘I can’t remember the first time I saw him, though. Gardner was one of those friends that simply appear, and then it’s as if they’d always been around. Also, funnily, I can’t remember ever seeing him without Dorothy by his side. But I do remember vividly the first time I knew there was something going on between them. Or about to go on.

‘They were standing by a Lempicka, cocktails in hand. Dorothy was wearing a red velvet coat, with pearls and white gloves. She looked so radiant she could have been part of the painting behind her. Honestly. And Gardner … I’ll never forget that smile and those little wrinkles around his eyes. Like a mesmerised young boy. I could tell he was struggling not to lean closer to her. They were talking about brushstrokes and paint layers or something like that. Incomprehensible blather to me, but they were both fascinated. They adored the brushes and the oil and getting dirty in the studio with clay and marble dust. I couldn’t tell who was the more besotted.’

Wallis lounged back, a little smile, almost shy, tilting her lips. ‘Ah, the early days! Aren’t they always the best ones?’

‘Oh, yes. Even I was tempted to steal him.’

‘Really?’ Wallis winked at her. ‘Did you try?’

‘Absolutely not!’

‘What stopped you?’

‘Three things. Well, four. First, I was still married to the alcoholic.’

‘Minor detail.’

Clare smiled, remembering that all of Wallis’s partners had overlapped.

‘Second,’ she went on, ‘he and his family were staunch Democrats.’

‘Oh, stop it, you’re ruining him for me!’

‘It gets worse. Third, Gardner had very little money back then.’

Wallis drew a line in the air. ‘Forget it. Don’t even mention the fourth.’

‘I have to, dear. That almost ruined him for Dorothy too.’

‘Really? What?’

‘He was still married too.’

‘Oh, dear! Please don’t tell me that that stopped her.’

‘Of course not. Nothing could have kept them apart for long. Everyone around them could tell.’

‘Did he and Dorothy – you know – while he was still married?’

Clare pretended to clear her throat, every single word in her next sentence carefully modulated. ‘I never told anyone, and I only do so now because enough time has passed. And … well, because I know I can trust you, dear.’

Perfect delivery, she thought. Make her believe you’re opening your heart to her.

‘Thanks, darling,’ the duchess said with a smile and a sort of half wink.

‘Of course they overlapped,’ Clare went on. ‘And for a long while. Gardner’s wife was away all the time, so she was no real problem for them. The woman spent months here in Paris. She wrote those god-awful adventure novels nobody bought. Once at a party, just to tease him, Dorothy brought Gardner to me – pulling him by the wrist, you see, so I knew they were already very close – and she asked him to list the complete works of his dear Maryce. The poor Gardner turned scarlet! He had to clear his throat and barely managed to say three: The Blind Who See. The Sad Adventurers. Children of Fate!’

‘God, the darling!’

‘He was mortified, but there was also this little twinkle in his eye. He just adored the teasing: making Dorothy laugh and laughing with her. God, how they laughed when they were together!’ Clare sighed. ‘Back then, no one had ever laughed like that with me,’ she had a fleeting image of Henry but forced herself to focus. ‘They made you feel genuinely happy for them.’

‘So he filed for a divorce?’

‘Yes. I mean, Gardner was that woman’s third husband – she was ten years his senior – so it wasn’t precisely groundbreaking for her. And I’m sure she must have had quite a few affairs in all those European tours.

‘The whole thing was very convenient for Dorothy. Gardner and Maryce divorced here in Paris, where they had originally married, so no scandals at home. And the laws here in France are much more civilised. The courts granted them the divorce in the summer of ’27, I think, and he and Dorothy married that same year.’

Clare sat back, and her dejected stare towards the window could not have been more sincere.

‘I’m not going to lie, dear. I was mad jealous. I was going through the worst days of my own first marriage, with George getting drunker and drunker every night. And there I was, putting on a brave face to attend my friend’s dream wedding.

‘It was in New York, at St Luke’s Chapel in Greenwich Village. The most charming little church – red brick and with a square tower in the old English style. Small and cosy.

‘It was early fall, the summer warmth had lingered, and the church was so packed they had to open the windows. The Hudson is just two blocks away, so we could hear the seagulls throughout the service. I could swear they were singing in tune with the organ …

‘Gardner kept rearranging his tie and fiddling with the white rose on his lapel. I remember I saw a tiny bead of sweat on his temple, and not because of the heat. Bless him – if you poked him, he would have screamed. But he still smiled at everyone while he waited at the altar. And his eyes glowed.

‘And in came Dorothy, on her father’s arm. Half the congregation gasped, gasped at her beauty. She was wearing a very simple French gown in off-white satin. No lace, no frills; only a silver diadem to clasp the veil – very fine silk tulle. It ran down to her knees, and the little breeze from the windows made it ripple, almost like water.’

Clare sat back and stared at her glass for a moment.

‘Their vows were beautiful,’ she said, though it was more of a grunt. ‘Well, so I was told. I can’t really remember. I had to borrow George’s hipflask to get me through the ceremony.’

The duchess reached for the bottle. ‘Here, dear. Have a lil’ more.’

‘Oh, no, just … just half a – oh, you pour very quickly, thanks. I was saying – I never saw Dorothy that happy, before or after. Not that I saw much of them after the wedding, that is. Those were also the best years of Gardner’s career, so they were travelling all the time. He got commissions to paint frescoes for houses in Palm Beach, and a massive mural of George Washington for the Smithsonian. Beautiful work. And there were articles on him in all the papers – there were even some photos of his murals in Vanity Fair, and The New York Times did a full feature on him. They said he was single-handedly reviving the fresco technique in North America.

‘He got several commissions in Europe too, even a chapel in Florence. He was very well regarded at all the embassies too. I’m surprised you never heard of him.’

‘You don’t move to Europe to buy art from Americans, do you?’ Wallis mocked. ‘So, our Dorothy became his muse?’

‘Oh, undoubtedly. There was something in him only Dorothy could bring out – his eyes seemed a little wider when she was with him; his voice sounded a little more projected. Even his stance was prouder.

‘Dorothy told me they had these long conversations about his art. She couldn’t paint a straight brushstroke to save her life, mind, but she really understood the theory and the technique and the composition. And she memorised all the names of the pigments and the great masters and their works. Gardner would snap his fingers, trying to remember a colour recipe or something, and Dorothy recalled it at once. And then he’d kiss her or squeeze her hand in thanks. It was charming to see.

‘Dorothy was the one who encouraged him to write a book about muralism. But not the history; the technique. Just like Cennino Cennini had. She taught herself typing and filing to help him organise all his notes. It was then that she started typing all her letters. She said it helped her practise.

‘They missed so many parties and trips those years. I even telephoned her to ask if all was well, and she told me those were the happiest evenings of her life. That they often stayed up well into the night discussing the book and his experiments with limes and sands and masonry, all the while playing her jazz records, sipping vermouth and dancing … Yes, I was mighty jealous.’

Clare looked at her champagne, hating it for bubbling so gaily. It had been around that time that she’d decided once and for all to get her nose done. She shivered at the thought of that ghastly portrait of hers from the late twenties, where her schnozzle (as her mother used to call it) projected a rounded shadow all across her face, like the Himalayas.

‘But you did very well after that, didn’t you?’ Wallis said after a moment.

‘Yes,’ Clare whispered, and then forced herself to perk up and raise her coupe. It seemed the champagne was starting to go to her head. ‘Yes, I suppose I did.’

She saw that the duchess was very slowly caressing the rim of her glass. Her thin lips were tilted in the slightest hint of a side smile, and then she spoke with an eerie touch of cruelty.

‘So … What went wrong with him in the end?’

Clare sighed. A long, weary sigh, charged with something she seldom expressed.

Genuine compassion.



GARDNER HALE DIES
IN 500-FOOT PLUNGE
Body of Famous Mural Painter
Found at Bottom of California
Precipice Near Car.
HE WAS DRIVING ALONE

SANTA MARIA California, December 28.—

Gardner Hale, the celebrated American muralist, has tragically died in a car accident around forty miles south of Santa Maria.

His body was lying more than thirty feet from the wreckage, apparently catapulted from the vehicle as it fell into the canyon. The investigations suggest he had been dead about six hours.

Marks on the highway parallel to the precipice suggest Mr Hale missed a turn of the road. Heavy rains the night before will have made these turns more dangerous.

Mr Hale’s mural work included frescoes in the homes of Mrs. Walter Lewisohn and Marquis Castel-Maurigi at Paris. He is survived by his young wife Dorothy Hale, socialite and art enthusiast from Pittsburgh, who arrived at the scene accompanied by a friend.*



* Headline from The New York Times, 30 December 1931, found in the archives of Clare Boothe Luce alongside a discarded draft for the article.
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‘God, how dreadful!’ the duchess said.

‘That doesn’t quite describe it. His two sisters and Dorothy wanted to see him, of course, but the police didn’t let them. They only allowed his brother in to identify him. I never asked for any more details. You can only imagine in what state he would have been, thrown through the windscreen and all.’

Both Clare and Wallis shuddered. Partly because of the tale, partly because the wide windows were still open and the evening was becoming chilly.

‘The same headline,’ Clare said in a whisper. ‘It was almost the exact same headline for both of them.

‘Gardner Hale dies in 500-foot plunge, and then, just a few years later, Dorothy Hale dies in sixteen-storey plunge.’ She shook her head. ‘I know you can simply blame it on lazy prose, but I still feel goose bumps when I think about it. The strange symmetry …’

Wallis’s finger went still. She had been caressing the rim of her glass throughout the tale of Gardner’s accident, but now her hand had frozen.

‘Symmetry,’ she repeated. ‘That’s … one way to call it.’

Clare frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

Wallis remained still for a moment. A perfect statue draped in jewels and silk. And then she lifted her chin.

‘How come Dorothy survived that accident?’ she asked.

‘Survive? Oh, no, dear! Nobody could have survived that. She wasn’t in the car.’

‘She wasn’t?’

‘No. Gardner was travelling alone.’

‘Alone? Didn’t you say this happened in the middle of the night?’

‘Yes, but –’

‘And you said they were inseparable.’

‘Yes, I –’

‘So, how come her husband was driving on his own that late? It doesn’t make sense. Where was he going?’

Clare wanted to snort at the interruption. In her mind, she’d been rehearsing the most dramatic rendition of the morning she arrived in Santa Maria and how she found Dorothy totally broken. She was going to make a big deal of the forty minutes the poor creature had cried on her shoulder, how she had shuddered and sobbed from the depths of her throat, in cries Clare had never heard uttered by any other human being. How Dorothy’s face had been as pale as bone, her hands ice cold, and how the trembles of her fingers and her lower lip would last for weeks. Dorothy had been so distraught that Clare herself had to arrange the funeral, the paperwork and even sort out her friend’s clothes and pack her cases.

Never mind, she told herself. She’s loving the story. That’s all you need.

‘Dorothy said that Gardner was going to San Francisco,’ she answered.

‘Where from?’

‘They were staying in Long Beach at the time.’

Wallis raised her brows. ‘Wow! That’s a very long drive. Some three hundred miles? How long would that take?’

‘Four hundred miles,’ Clare specified. ‘I drove it once. I think it takes some seven or eight hours on a good day.’

Wallis shook her head. ‘I don’t get it. Why, why was he driving a four-hundred-mile ride, without his inseparable wife, in the middle of the night? In stormy weather too! Was it an emergency, perhaps? It sounds like it.’

‘I don’t know,’ Clare replied, the questions like pokes into her chest.

‘You don’t know!’ Wallis cried. ‘Didn’t you ask her?’

‘No, I –’

‘Was it a planned trip?’ Wallis asked, talking more quickly. ‘Or a last-minute thing? Do you know if they quarrelled before?’

Clare frowned. The duchess might as well have been holding an incandescent lamp two inches from her face. She pictured the woman being that domineering around her dear David, and though the duke might well enjoy being roughly handled, Clare most certainly did not.

‘Dorothy was barely pulling together,’ Clare said, doing her best to keep her temper. ‘You’ll understand I didn’t want to torture her with such … probing questions.’

‘Oh darling, please. You’re anything but a shrinking violet.’

Clare gasped.

‘I mean it as a compliment!’ Wallis said.

‘Well, thanks. But no, I didn’t ask her any of that.’ Clare sighed, trying to remember. ‘Gardner had several friends in San Francisco, but … they all knew Dorothy. If it had been a party or a social occasion, it makes no sense that he’d go on his own.’

‘A business meeting then?’

Clare frowned a little deeper. ‘He did have a few potential clients in San Francisco, as I recall. But if he was out to discuss a piece or inspect a wall for a commission or negotiate a fee, he would have taken her along. Dorothy loved those conversations. She knew as much as him about sands and plasters and composition, and he valued her opinion. And she also took notes for him. And flirted or made friends with the clients to get a better deal.’

‘Could they have quarrelled?’

Clare shrugged. ‘I suppose, but even if they had, why drive so far? No, he must have had something to do in San Francisco. Something urgent too, as you said.’

Wallis gave her a side smile. ‘A lover?’

Clare laughed. ‘Absolutely not. And that’s the one thing I can guarantee. Gardner adored Dorothy.’

‘Then what else?’

Clare covered her brow, trying to visualise the article in The New York Times. She must have read it a dozen times before she believed her eyes: Gardner was really dead. She didn’t remember it mentioning at all the purpose of his trip. Then again … ‘That was nine years ago. I can’t recall anymore. I might be one of the most resentful creatures in the world, but even I don’t have that good a memory.’

‘Resentful, dear? Bah! You should meet Lord Mountbatten. That man really can hold a grudge. And he’ll tell you names, dates, facts, what you were wearing, which songs were playing, what each person in the room was drinking …’ She took a long swig and then, as if spurred on by the bubbles, said, ‘It all sounds really odd, if you ask me. Suspicious, even.’

‘Suspicious!’ Clare cried. ‘You can’t be suggesting it was anything other than an accident?’

Wallis twisted her mouth in a gesture that was neither a grimace nor a smile. ‘I know I only speak with hindsight,’ she said. ‘Back then you didn’t know that Gardner and Dorothy would meet their fate in almost identical circumstances. But you’re the famous playwright, darling. I’m sure you can come up with a few intriguing theories.’

Clare let out a puff of breath.

‘Of course it sounds intriguing if you say it like that. With hindsight and … the benefit of a certain detachment …’ Her mind went eerily blank for a moment, and then she shook her head. ‘No. I refuse to believe it. In any case, why would anyone want to hurt them?’

The duchess smiled. ‘Perhaps you didn’t know them that well, dear.’
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Cartas que no envié

Dieguito,

Levy just told me something very interesting about Gardner Hale, Dorothy’s dead husband.

He came by in person to hand me the panel and the brushes. He could have sent one of his errand boys, but he wanted to see me again. The problem was that Nicky Muray was still in the room! And he had to hide in the bathroom the whole time. He said he waited in the bathtub and shut the curtain because he was afraid Levy might come in for a piss.

I thanked Levy for the materials, but the poor pendejín wouldn’t go. I felt so sorry for him, still trying to seduce me, but in that very pathetic, almost supplicant way that only makes me all dry like the sands of the Sonoran Desert.

At some point we were chatting about Dorothy’s portrait, and he told me that you and Gardner met several times in San Francisco.

You knew Gardner Hale!

Levy didn’t remember the dates, but he said it was definitely in San Francisco, so it could only have been in the year you were living there with me. And the more Levy told me about Gardner, the more everything made sense.

You two were muralists. Not only that, you two were frescoists reviving the same ancient techniques, and you two were living in California at the same time. Of course you would have met him! You two would have talked for hours!

So you knew Dorothy and her husband too? And then you pounced on the sad girl before her poor pendejo was cold in his grave?

Now I know why Nicky didn’t want to talk about Dorothy’s husbands. He would have mentioned what Gardner did for a living and at around which dates. That would have led the conversation straight to you.

Ay, gordo, why does it even surprise me? You’re an absolute cabrón. You’ve always been. I’m only surprised that you had the time and the head and the calentura to go after so many women at the same time.

I remember that in those days in San Francisco you were obsessed with that bitch Helen Wills, the tennis player. You were painting that huge mural for the stairwell of the Luncheon Club, and you asked her to be the model for the Allegory of California. How convenient that your ‘allegory’ should have round, springy chichis and a perfectly manicured crotch. I was only twenty-three back then, naive and a little babosa, always hiding behind you and biting my rebozo while people and artists and reporters spun around you like flies over honey, so I didn’t say anything. The thrashing I would give her if that happened today!

No. That’s not true. If it happened today, I would steal her for me. I remember I loved and envied her legs, so supple and toned and (unlike mine) both the same size.

[Here Kahlo inserts a sketch of her own legs, the right one shrunk by polio and ridden with scars from the reconstructive surgeries. The stitches spell out el pilar roto (‘the broken pillar’).]

Those were sad days, Diego. I remember you painting Helen’s mural on that rickety scaffold that creaked whenever you jumped on it, and the walls around you were auburn marble and the workers were just installing some gilded banisters on the steps. Outside, in the parks, people were living in tents and burning newspapers in tin buckets because that was the worst point of the Depression. The police came one day because people were stealing oranges from the trees in the Club’s gardens.

En fin.

When Levy left, I was so angry, thinking of you and Dorothy and Helen and Ione and my sister Cristina and all your golfas, that I forgot Nicky was still locked in the bathroom. I asked him to leave, and I think he understood why.

The moment he shut the door, I screamed and I was about to throw the damned masonite board out the window. I only stopped because I remembered the money. And if I do this well, I could get more commissions from that pinche gringa Clare and her friends. Have a whole new career in New York.

I calmed down with a few pills and a traguito of vodka, and began spreading the gesso on the board. The work also helped me calm down, like painting always does. People here are always surprised that I’m so ‘sprightly’. They expect me to be a nervous wreck after they see my paintings. I tell them that when I paint, I transfer the pain to the canvas, and it almost always stays there. Out of me.

I went out for a walk to let the gesso dry before I could sand it, but the weather was awful. My leg hurt as if all my bones were made of ice, and they splintered into my flesh with every step on the pavement.

But I had to see the building again, and this time I went prepared. I took a sketching pad and my little camera (still the same one that Papá Guillermo gave me so many years ago). I did my best to take some photographs for reference, but the light was terrible and there was fog all around the building. Everything looked so lifeless.

And then something very strange happened. I looked up and began counting the floors, to see if I could imagine which window could have been Dorothy’s. I felt dizzy, and for a moment I felt as if I were falling. But falling up, not down! Into the sky.

I had to go to the park to find a bench and sit down. This damn city is playing matatena with my head.

But it was worth it. I thought that I will use those colours for Dorothy’s painting. Everything will be in dull greys and whites, and I’ll make all the other tones colder with a drop of lead white and ultramarine blue, just like you taught me. As cold as everything looks in New York right now.

The colours in her mind.
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Wallis reached for the champagne. ‘On the other hand, some might say it’s almost romantic, don’t you think? The exquisite tragedy of the two lovers meant to fall to their deaths … Oh, my David is going to love this story! Very Shakespearean. Just his sort of thing.’

Clare looked up, nearly spraining her neck. She had been eagerly waiting for a chance to talk about the former king. She cleared her throat discreetly, fearing she might choke on the words.

‘Speaking of which,’ she said, shocking herself with her natural tone, ‘is the duke out on a hunting trip?’

Wallis let out a cackle, perhaps somewhat giddy on champagne. ‘I wish! He’d come back in a better mood. No, he’s out in Vincennes to see the general.’

Clare held her breath and pictured herself jumping like a salmon on live bait.

The duke was with General Gamelin. The same man she had lunched with the day before. Of course! The Duke of Windsor had been assigned to the British Military Mission just outside Paris. A token position, everybody knew, to keep him well away from the British front lines. Rumour had it he was an uncontainable blabbermouth, growing more and more resentful as his posts decreased in importance. (Wallis herself might just have mentioned the general to gloat.)

Clare had discussed that very matter with Henry – her dear Henry. She’d brought it up during their last dinner together before she embarked to Europe, as she gathered information on her targets.

She remembered Henry’s exact words, her husband’s lips caressing a glass of red wine: “Trust me, King George-thestutters won’t want a Nazi shadow king in the back garden. Not in war time. Not when sixty percent of the Britons say they’d welcome back the old king and his wife with open arms!”

And the duke would know about the Line. He must! At least something. Clare felt exhilarated. Perhaps now she could learn more about it. Perhaps she could still answer Baruch’s second question.

Maybe it was the memory of good old Henry telling her she could conquer Europe in a fortnight, or the flashing images of him dying in a thousand different ways each more horrible than the last, but the question came from her lips as if the words had a life of their own.

‘Henry and I heard that your husband’s reports on the Maginot Line have been all but ignored by the top brass in London. Is that so?’

Clare regretted it even before she’d finished the sentence. She had a long drink and dug her nails into her own leg, knowing she might have pressed just the wrong nerve. Ruined not one but two chances in one swift blow.

The duchess was silent, still as a rock.

A soft breeze came in through the balcony, charged with the smells of yeast and flour. The bakeries were already preparing dough for the next day. Ah, the unworried certainty of a new day coming … Clare envied them.

And then the duchess showed the slightest hint of a smile. So slight Clare realised it had existed only after it had been replaced by a theatrical grimace.

‘My, my! How do you know that?’

Clare smiled, the champagne tickling at her throat. Teasing had worked. It might do again. ‘Are you expecting me to betray my sources?’

Tightrope, Clare, she thought. Tightrope.

Wallis’s theatrical scowl turned into a playful grin. She could have kicked Clare out of the suite, but she didn’t. ‘Oh, indulge me, darling. Aren’t we friends now?’

Clare exhaled slowly, hating herself for her recklessness. She could not risk things like that again, no matter how well her teasing might have worked just now.

‘I had it from General Gamelin and Captain Brousse themselves,’ she said, and then delivered the punch. ‘I was at the Line just yesterday.’

The duchess raised her brows. ‘You saw the Maginot Line! My, my, you do know how to sneak your way in. The French are so secretive about that.’

‘I know. They haven’t even allowed the Allies to inspect.’

‘How did you get access?’

Clare smiled. ‘Money. I’m sponsoring one of the forts along the Line. I’m an official marraine. And it helped that I sent a crate of champagne and cigarettes to my fort.’

Wallis nodded. ‘Money opens all the doors, doesn’t it?’

That and pedigree, Clare thought, well aware that the Windsors were not nearly as affluent as they’d like the world to believe. The duke would have had just his charms and his former royal status to butter up the general.

Wallis finally nodded. ‘Five reports, dear. My David has sent out five reports to London. Dutiful, thorough work, telling them that – sorry, I don’t want to bore you. Do you know much about military strategy?’

‘Oh, yes. My Henry has these huge maquettes of the battles of Waterloo and Salamanca, with tiny lead soldiers. He used to spend hours explaining me all the manoeuvres and the tactics. And he made me read The Art of War by Sun Tzu. Twice. At some point I thought – I either enjoy this or die! In all fairness, it reminded me a lot of the editorial world.’

‘Impressive. So what do you think of the Maginot Line?’

Clare grinned. What an unlikely place to have the tactics debate that General Gamelin had denied her.

‘Well, for instance, the Line ends abruptly at the northern border, so it would be completely useless if Germany decided to attack from Belgium.’

‘That’s just what my David said! I’m glad you agree. But he’s sure that won’t happen because the Germans would have to go through Holland, and all the Dutch would have to do to stop them is open their dykes to flood the land. He also reminded me that Belgium has always stayed neutral and it’s very unlikely the Germans would invade it.’

Clare chuckled. ‘This is war, dear. Anything goes.’

‘I know. David also criticised the antitank defences. Do you agree?’

‘Oh, God, of course!’

Clare had been initially astounded by the sight of those rows of cement redoubts. The structures protruded from the meadows and up the grassy hills, forming a neat line all the way to the horizon. She had squinted under the morning breeze, looking east, and the domes had shone like grey mushrooms under the golden sun. Beyond were the rolling hills of the Germans and the calm waters of the Rhine.

Then, as they approached one of the turrets, the general had tapped the grass with his cane.

Here’s where your soldiers live, Madame, he had said. Four hundred feet below ground. Day and night. Waiting for those Nazis to be fool enough to tread on French soil.

‘Those turrets are useless if you attack from the back,’ Clare told Wallis. ‘And the crews – oh, darling! No experience. No discipline. I wanted to inspect the domes, to check the state of the machine guns and the periscopes and the lance-grenades. Instead, the general took me to lunch with the boys.

‘I was hoping they’d talk me through the lines of defence, the strategies … but they were more concerned about finding me fresh oysters and cooking me Bresse chicken.’

Wallis nodded. ‘Interesting. When my David visited, they were on best behaviour. You must have seen the real thing.’

Clare pondered on that for a moment. She had seen the real thing. Perhaps that was precisely the sort of intel Bernard Baruch was after.

‘I think so, yes,’ she said, and spoke on trying to commit her own words to memory. ‘They were all so – homesick. Tired. They didn’t want to talk about artillery or the occupation of Denmark or their supplies of medicines. We had a few mutters about the weather and how much we admired each other’s country, and then I realised they didn’t really want any conversation at all. They were just happy to sit and look at me because I was a woman, and most of them hadn’t seen one in months. I could see it in their eyes. Not only lust, more like … nostalgia. Whenever I smiled, their eyes glowed like they were children. I must have brought them a torrent of memories of all the women dear to them they had to leave behind.

‘When I left, one of them gave me a bunch of wilted carnations. He said he had to walk twenty miles to get it, with permission from the general! It made me so sad. Some of them were just boys. Boys. Only a couple of years older than my own daughter.’

Clare lowered her gaze, her heart skipping a beat at the very thought of little Ann. Yes, that was precious information, but she had been too anxious to realise it. She’d have to write those impressions down, and soon.

She looked up then, and found the duchess staring out the window, her lips slightly downturned.

‘Poor kids,’ she whispered in a rather ominous tone. ‘And to think they haven’t seen anything yet …’

Clare was about to ask her what she meant, but then the duchess turned to her, smiling again. ‘Sorry, dear, I keep derailing you from your story! How did Dorothy cope?’

Clare nearly grunted. She would have preferred to keep the conversation on the duke and the war. But it seemed this was how it would work: she’d give the duchess some drama, and in return Wallis would drip-feed her snippets of information.

‘After Gardner’s death, you mean?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, she was totally broken, dear. Heart-wrenching –’

‘Yes, yes, I would expect that. I mean how did she cope financially? Did Gardner leave much?’

Clare shook her head. ‘The opposite. She was almost destitute.’

‘What? Even with his splendid career?’

Clare smirked. ‘Splendid careers in the arts have the annoying tendency to end in squalor. Oscar Wilde and Van Gogh and Paganini … Dorothy didn’t admit it openly to anyone, of course. But I knew.

‘It was June that year, six months before Gardner died – the Ferargil Galleries sued him for ten thousand dollars.’

‘Ten thousand! Gee, how much is that in jewellery?’

Not enough for you, Clare thought, eyeing the hefty emerald on Wallis’s engagement ring. A jewel once worn by an Indian emperor.

‘I heard it all by accident,’ Clare went on. ‘One of my friends at The New York Times mentioned it at a dinner party, just the day before they published the news. I begged him not to, but the story was too juicy to pass up. At least I convinced him to push it to the bottom of page twenty-six and make it a very short paragraph.’

‘Why did they sue him?’

‘Ferargil organised an exhibition for Gardner in ’29, and the deal was they’d get thirty percent of any sales arising from that night. That included new commissions.’

‘Thirty percent!’

‘I know. A rotten deal, if you ask me, but he agreed to it and it was all in the contract, black and white. It was during that exhibition that Gardner got a thirty-grand job at Sands Point, in Long Island. A huge mural for a swimming pool, I remember. Gardner tried to keep it all very hush-hush, but – silly man. He painted murals, for God’s sake! The Holmeses even threw a cocktail party to unveil it, and I know because I was there, along with all the cream of New York. It was just a matter of time before the gallery connected the dots. By the time they sued him, he and Dorothy had already spent most of the cash. And don’t get me started on how he ran his taxes!’

‘Dear, oh, dear. Did Dorothy have to cover the debt?’

‘Ferargil condoned most of it after Gardner died. He must have known her situation was precarious and – well, Dorothy proved she could be very crafty.’

‘Crafty?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Clare said with unabashed admiration. ‘She may have been distraught, but she knew how to play her cards very well. Gardner was very handsome and charming, and only thirty-seven when he died. It was a huge tragedy for everyone that knew him, so Dorothy milked it as much as she could.

‘She organised posthumous displays and auctions. Trying to keep his name alive, she said over and over. She flogged every last sketch and panel she could find. And everyone at the galleries was sincerely touched by her: a young, beautiful, teary widow begging for their help. She got away with discounted commissions, free catering, free press and so on.

‘And when the art ran out, she went back to that little manual on fresco painting she had been helping him write. As his widow, she owned the copyright. After a good editing, it came up to only fifty pages or so, but she made a big deal of it and had it published as a charming little hardback. She even got that Mexican muralist Clemente Orozco to write a preface, even though the man never met Gardner in person. And he wasn’t the only Mexican painter who became interested in Gardner’s work. Very soon this man came lurking. I hope you haven’t forgotten him already … Diego Rivera.’
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Cartas que no envié

Dieguito,

Nicky Muray came again in the evening, and he gave me a good scolding. He said I shouldn’t go out alone in this weather. That it’s almost winter and in New York the pavements can freeze up without warning. He told me that he can take photos of the Hampshire building from any angle I need, or that he can go with me if I tell him the day before, so that he can arrange his calendar.

Nicky knows I’ve been struggling. I hate it when I have to lean on his arm (or anyone’s!) after walking just a few blocks. And sometimes the pain has been so bad I’ve had to say we should get a cab, even if we’re just five minutes away from where we’re going. It’s so humiliating.

But it was nice to see him. A handsome friendly face in this bleak New York de puta madre. He brought me a bottle of Stolichnaya, and we chatted and sipped it until the small hours. The evening was clear like no others, and we saw the sun set behind the jungle of grey buildings. It was then, between vodkas, that I had this idea for the painting – I’ll tell you about it in a letter, Dieguito, it’s still not clear in my head – but I would need to see Dorothy’s apartment from the inside, to see things from her window.

I told Nicky about it, and he said he could take me to the cocktail lounge in the Hampshire building, which is only a few floors below Dorothy’s apartment. Still front row to Central Park, he said. A very similar view. But I said no. I have to have the same view as Dorothy did, feel what she felt, and the sooner the better, because every day it gets colder and darker here, and the trees are starting to drop all their leaves, and it won’t be the same. I’m like you in that way, gordo: we like to plan our paintings up to the very last detail. Like when I painted My Dress Hangs There and you painted Man at the Crossroads: each face, each amoeba, the toilet seat I painted glorified on top of a thick Greek column … everything has to have a meaning. We have to feel the images or we just can’t paint.

Nicky said he might be able to arrange the visit. Dorothy’s apartment should go up for rent very soon, and we could pretend we want to view it. I said I could arrange that myself, but Nicky insisted on going with me and said he would ‘do the talking’.

You go on your own, they’ll tell you they don’t need any more cleaners, he said. I almost gave him a chingadazo in the balls, but I know he’s right. Even if I dressed like a gringuita, in one of their hideous wool skirts that itch like you have a sheet of sandpaper on your crotch, there’s nothing I can do about my voice. The minute they hear me, those pendejos in the lobby will tell me to go ride a donkey ‘back to where I belong’.

I felt embarrassed again, having to depend on some cabrón wherever I go, but … on the other hand … it was nice to see him worry so much. I like how he looks after me. Almost like you used to (and I like to think that you still want to look after me, even if you have some cuzca’s underwear in your pocket when you tell me how much you love me).

Ay, Dieguito. I know I shouldn’t, but some days I miss you so much it makes me choke.

I remember when I was bedridden after the abortion. I mean the first one, not the one I had in Detroit on the 4th of July, when all the gringos were parading and throwing their fireworks while I was spilling clots of blood and shrieking like a nahual in the Henry Ford Hospital.

No, I mean the child I lost in Casa Azul, back in Coyoacán, when Cristina came to look after me. I already knew you had your eyes on her, but I let her in because you hadn’t fucked her yet. I was much younger, so my body wasn’t as maimed as it is now, what with the appendix and the spine and this fucking infected toe I hope they chop off one day so that it stops nagging me once and for all.

But that first abortion was still the worst. I’ll never forget those cramps, and how I had no appetite and I needed all my effort just to drink two glasses of milk a day. It didn’t help that the whole house stank of quinine and castor oil.

And then you came into my room one morning, and you brought me that sweet hummingbird in a little reed cage, and fresh Castilian roses from Xochimilco, and you called me your niña linda and kissed me on the forehead, and you spent all day next to me, caressing my hair and telling me stories about your times in Paris, when you were living and ‘studying’ art in Montparnasse, and you said you had met Mussolini in La Ruche, and that he was so short of money he used to sell condoms to the artists along the Seine. All mamadas and lies, I know, but you made me laugh so much I almost forgot the pain.

But then, the day after, you just fucked off and we didn’t hear from you for a month. Your roses wilted, but I kept them in water until the stems grew mildew. And the little hummingbird died in the cage because I didn’t know what to feed it, and I cried and cried every night because I had lost my two Dieguitos.

And then I got up again. I put on my long Tehuana skirts, and I went to the market to buy narcisos and gladiolas for the house, and grapes and prickly pears and watermelons to fill all the bowls in the kitchen and work on my still lifes.

And I called Tina Modotti to drink a few tequilitas and eat poblano chillies stuffed with mincemeat.

Because, chingao, I was still alive! Alone, my bones all fucked up and my insides dripping out like the yolk in a cracked egg, but still alive.

I didn’t even tell you of the miscarriage I had in 1937, when Trotsky was staying as a refugee at the Casa Azul.

I was only late a few weeks, but that little cabroncito felt strong in my belly. A little Diego, but with much more fire in him than you. I could already tell.

The nausea hadn’t let me sleep for days, but I still enjoyed those nights. I would lie in bed, listening to the crickets chirping in the gardens, and I closed my eyes and pretended I could hear my Dieguito’s heartbeat. I pretended that I could feel it, echoing my own and sending waves all through my body. We were two and yet we were one.

Then the crickets stopped, so suddenly it was impossible to miss, and the night was so dark and so quiet I wondered if la pelona had finally heard my prayers and come to take me. But no, I knew she wasn’t so kind. I could still feel the air, all sultry and oppressive. It was May, the hottest season, and the sheets were all damp and sticking to my body.

And then I heard something.

Just a russle of clothes, but I don’t know why it made me shiver, despite the heat and the damp.

And then I heard voices.

I opened my eyes. I don’t think I’ve ever opened them so wide.

I lay so still, holding my breath and trying to hear. My heartbeats and Dieguito’s were deafening in my head, pumping all the blood to my brain as if my skull were about to explode.

Then I heard the voices again, hissing at each other. And I heard them crawling. They sounded so near I could feel them, like very cold tingling on my skin.

I had a cramp and I sat up. I saw my crocheted curtains that looked like silver threads under the moonlight, and that’s where I saw their shadows.

Three heads, slithering along the inner garden. They went up and down in front of my window, as if they were stepping over a log.

I tried to hold my breath, but I couldn’t and I let out a little trembling pant. Then they disappeared, but I felt even more scared when I couldn’t see them.

The cramps got worse, as if my Dieguito were stabbing my insides to make me move, and I had to crawl out of bed. Crawl, because my leg did not respond, and I dragged myself on the floor like a snake, sobbing and choking.

They were after Trotsky. I knew it. They were those thugs sent by Lombardo Toledano, coming to shoot Trotsky’s brains out, and they wouldn’t care if they shot half the household in the process. They had already massacred hundreds of thousands of Poles in their Gulag camps.

I went to the small chest of olinalá and pulled the lid up. It banged against the wall and made so much noise, and I couldn’t hold back a whimper. I froze and listened, thinking the next thing I’d hear would be those men smashing my window and emptying their guns into my belly.

It didn’t happen. I groped into the chest and found your gun, still wrapped in flannel. The same pistol you pointed at Noguchi all that time ago.

You had left it in my room, loaded, because you knew this might happen. You knew they might come for Trotsky, but you still pissed off to Pátzcuaro to bed one of your gordas.

I clutched the gun against my chest and dragged myself on the floor again. Tears were rolling down my cheeks, and my throat ached from swallowing all my sobs.

I reached the wall, clung to the windowsill with my nails and pulled myself up. I looked through the lace and saw them at once.

One was crouching behind the fat trunk of the orange tree, another one was between the rose bushes, and the third one was on his knees, behind the old statue of the chacmool.

They weren’t Russians, of course. They were local sicarios, sweaty and foul, with greasy hair and soiled clothes. Maybe it was my nausea, but I thought I could smell their rotten teeth.

They were moving in a circle, like black vultures, heading to Trotsky’s window. His light was still on. He’d be reading or writing, like he did every night until the madrugada.

I lifted the gun, ready to shoot up into the air. My hand was sweating and so tense my bones snapped when I put a finger on the trigger. My skin was colder than the metal.

One of their guns caught a gleam of light, either from the moon or from Trotsky’s lamp, and then all hell broke loose.

The xoloitzcuintle dogs began to bark and howl. I heard the rattle of their chains. They were tied to their kennels, but the sicarios didn’t know. They scrambled on the floor, one fell on his back, crushed the roses and shrieked, all his body pricked with thorns.

I smashed the window with my bare hand, felt the sting of my torn skin, and fired blindly into the garden.

I heard Cristina shouting and the old Sedova too. I fired a second time, and then I heard Manuelito running down the corridor, charging his shotgun.

I saw the men crouching in the garden like shapeless shadows, but it was only for a second, because then my cramps got so violent I fell on my back. I dropped the gun, and I pressed both hands on my belly while the entire house shook with screaming and shooting.

The guards on the street were now shouting and firing too, and I just lay there on the cold tiles, crying and struggling to breathe, thinking of your bulging eyes and the smell of your cologne.

The shooting stopped, also the voices, but the house was still shaking with the women’s cries and the howling of the dogs.

I took a deep, deep breath ... and then I started bleeding.
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Clare pressed the cool, damp towel against her neck. She already had a splitting headache, despite having cut back on the champagne. She knew she must stay as sharp as possible. If only the duchess kept some drinking water in her suite.

She looked at her little notebook open next to the marble sink, several pages packed with her hasty shorthand, her tiny pencil almost blunt.

Clare had taken careful note of the duke’s observations on the Maginot fortresses, and how they matched her own. She could now telephone Baruch in the small hours – evening for him with the time difference – and read everything to him. Who knew? If she played her cards right, she might end this nightmare before sunrise. She had what she needed about the Line, now she could focus on Ribbentrop and Hitler. Poor consolation – like telling herself she only had Everest left to climb.

Just to keep up appearances, in case her notebook fell into the wrong hands, she had also written longhand notes on Wallis’s clothes, jewellery, demeanour, her remarks on Mountbatten, her wistful looks at the mention of previous marriages … her jaw … any casual reader would believe she was simply writing a gossip article.

She turned off the gilded tap, which she’d left running so Wallis wouldn’t hear her frantic scribbling, and took a last deep breath. The air in the powder room was laden with the delicious scents of jasmine, orange blossom and Chanel. Freshened and a little calmer, Clare stepped back into the suite.

Wallis had topped both their glasses up almost to the brim.

‘You said you were working at Vogue, dear?’ the duchess asked as she lounged back. ‘When Dorothy’s husband drove himself off the cliff?’

‘Yes. I had been for a little while.’

‘Oh. Is it true that you just walked in one day, found an empty desk and began typing stuff until they started passing you a weekly pay cheque?’

Clare smiled. That was the abridged version Henry had told during their first dinner with the Windsors. Still proud of his wife’s schemes, he had charmed them with the anecdote. Clare was surprised that the duchess remembered. Wallis’s memory must be as elephantine as the cracked skin on her elbows.

‘It wasn’t quite like that,’ Clare said, feigning modesty. ‘I did apply for the job and got a couple of interviews. One with Edna Chase, the main editor, a mighty scary woman. And another with Condé Nast.’

‘My! The tycoon himself!’

‘Yes. I met him at a dinner party, just two or three months after I divorced drunken George. Condé Nast said he spotted me during the entrées, and that I looked as sad and wilted as the white asparagus on my plate.

‘I told him the truth. That I was recently divorced and that my days felt empty. Not that I was empty. I was just without direction or purpose. And I couldn’t even go out with Dorothy that much, because she and Gardner were still in the middle of their undying honeymoon. So I asked Condé for a job at one of his magazines.’

‘On the very day you met him?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did he do? Did he laugh?’

‘No. At least not to my face. I’m sure he hears the same request over and over from bored society women. But he gave me a chance, and Edna thought I was serious enough about the job, so she gave me a handful of photographs to caption.’

‘Did she like what you wrote?’

‘I never knew. She set off to Paris to check the coming collections, and I didn’t hear from her again at all for the rest of the summer. I tried to speak to Condé Nast, but he was always away or busy, and I … I wasn’t that naive. I knew where that was going, so one day I put on the most professional clothes I had – a lovely fitted grey dress with white cuffs – and showed up at their offices on Lexington Avenue. I convinced a silly assistant that I was the new hire, and the boy even found me a desk! The accountants didn’t know about me, of course, so I worked for free for a month, and then my first weekly pay cheque was a measly thirty-five dollars.’

‘What did Condé Nast and that Edna woman do when they found out?’

Clare laughed. ‘That was the best part. Edna came back from Paris, found me working on a piece about designer christening robes – “Chic for the Newly Arrived”, that was – and she assumed Nast had hired me. When he heard I was working with Edna, he assumed she had.’

‘Happy days!’ Wallis said, and again they clinked glasses. Clare only pretended to sip.

‘I didn’t work there for long, though,’ she said. ‘I moved on to Vanity Fair, and there I finally got to edit and publish my own pieces. Eventually I became a lead contributor, and my desk was next to P. G. Wodehouse’s. The copy editors said I had so many ideas and wrote so quickly I must keep a “clever young man” hidden and whispering from under my bed.’

Clare was expecting the duchess to be indignant at that, but the woman simply winked at her. ‘Did you?’

Clare only pretended to laugh. She had had a fling with chief editor Frank Crowninshield, and she still smiled a little when she remembered him wiping crumbs of croissant off her mouth when they shared breakfast. If only he’d ever whispered any wit into her ear. All the man did was purr.

‘Enough about me,’ Clare said. ‘I was going to tell you how we met Diego Rivera.’

‘Yes, you were.’

‘I first saw him at one of the earliest exhibits Dorothy organised for Gardner’s work. He is an imposing man. I mean, imposing. Over six feet tall and almost as wide, and with a booming voice. It must have been his belly that gave him all his resonance. Whenever he spoke, whispering or shouting, words bright or stupid, he made everyone look at him. And once you saw him, his face was so ugly you couldn’t help staring: he had those bulging, heavy eyelids, and his mouth was so wide it was almost grotesque. I heard his wife called him toad-frog. Believe me, Emily Brontë couldn’t have found more accurate words. And his hands – they were very fat, as you would expect, but his fingers tapered down into very fine tips, like a baby’s. Perfect for holding a tiny brush. He was wearing this very heavy cologne, but he still gave off a whiff of lime sulphur and plaster every time he waved. The smell of real fresco painters, someone said.’

The duchess wrinkled her nose.

‘Almost as soon as I arrived,’ Clare continued, ‘he came to me and told me I was delightful or exquisite or some old cliché to that effect. He said that my skin had some kind of translucence, as if I were glowing from within. He said only watercolour on ivory would do me justice.’ Clare made a dismissive wave. ‘I’m sure he prattles the same speech at every woman he meets.’

‘But where was his Frida? Were they already married?’

‘They were, but Mrs Rivera was in the hospital. Quite ill, from what people were saying.’

‘The bastard! Don’t tell me … Did he offer to paint you?’

‘Of course he did. A nude.’

‘Ha! Typical!’

‘I refused at once, perhaps a little too firmly.’

‘Good. Was he mad?’

Clare looked up and pondered. ‘Not mad, no. But something shifted in his eyes the moment I rebuffed him. He looked at me – well, I can’t quite describe it …’

She could, in fact. It felt as if he’d been pressing a thistle against some tender part of her body, but Clare had never said it out loud.

‘I think it was his droopy eyelids,’ she went on. ‘He usually stared at girls as if thinking how best to undo their brassieres, but, at that instant, his pupils were piercing. Like he was reading me. He said he could tell I was going places, but it didn’t sound like flattery. More as if he were … stating a fact.

‘I myself didn’t believe it back then. I mean, I wasn’t doing badly; I was making decent money even in the middle of the Depression, my first collection of short stories had just been published, my colleagues respected me … but my best plays and the big pay cheques were yet to come. And Rivera, somehow, already knew. He could sniff it. Like a hound.’

There was a moment of silence, and Clare had to shake her head to remove Rivera’s leering eyes from her mind. She was quick to smile again.

‘We were standing in front of this marvellous panel by Gardner Hale. The nymphs dancing to Pan’s flute. I remember it very well because Rivera started talking about the harmony of the female figures, the grace of the thighs and the elegance of a narrow waist … and then …’ Clare blushed. ‘He asked me – sorry, dear, I need some more drink for courage. Cheers. He asked me, Have you ever made love to another woman?’

The duchess opened her mouth so wide Clare had her first and only ever sight of a royal uvula.

‘Oh, God! He didn’t!’ Wallis cried, leaning forwards. ‘What did you say?’

‘Well, I smiled, had a drink like just now, and said, I’m afraid I have always declined.

‘The man laughed. Oh, how he laughed. I still remember how his belly bounced up and down. He almost tipped his glass on me. And he said, Oh, that’s a real shame, Madame Brokaw (I still went by that name back then). It is the most beautiful thing you could ever imagine. It’s like a ballet. Like a dance. Like the moons in motion …’ Clare cleared her throat. ‘And, well, he said many other things I dare not repeat!’

‘Oh, please do!’

Clare shook her head and had a long drink. ‘And then he told me all these crazy stories about his time here in Paris. He said he had met Mussolini back then. Mussolini! He said they were about the same age and that they started chatting by the Seine while Rivera was painting. He even said that Mussolini made his living selling condoms to the bohemians.’

‘What?’

‘I had to interrupt him because the tale was getting out of hand. I regretted it very soon, because he moved on to lecture me on communism.’

‘Oh, Jesus!’ Wallis let out with a snort.

‘He said that frescos didn’t belong in the private dens of the wicked elites. That they shouldn’t be simply decorative.’

‘Then what?’

‘He said that they belonged in the large public spaces, where they could educate the people.’

‘Oh, God, the hubris! Educate! And I’m sure he said all that between puffs of Dominican tobacco and sips of iced vermouth.’

‘Exactly, dear. I could stomach Mussolini’s condoms, but I couldn’t stomach that, so I said, Sorry, Señor Rivera, when exactly did you live in Paris? What year?

‘He perked up, really proud of himself, and said, Between 1909 and 1920, and then I went to Italy, and I learned to paint frescos in Florence, just like the late Mr Hale.

‘Really? I told him. You must have been very young! And he smiled and said, Yes, only twenty-three or twenty-four, and then he started another soliloquy about his tiny flat in Paris, his time at La Rotonde and his long friendships with Picasso and Modigliani. I had to stop him again and said, So, you didn’t do any fighting?

‘He looked at me all baffled, like you do now, dear, until I said, I’ve read a tiny bit of Mexican history and, from those dates you mentioned, it sounds like you were in Paris throughout the length of the Mexican Revolution. So, while your countrymen were dying on the fields, fighting to overthrow that dictator Díaz, you were sipping red wine and romancing French belles in Montparnasse.’

Wallis’s eyes shone with glee. ‘Ohhhh! What did he say?’

That moment had been as delicious as crisp champagne, and Clare savoured it as if it were happening all over again.

‘He said nothing, dear. Nothing at all. All he did was clear his throat as if he wanted to expectorate all over my face.’ Clare and Wallis laughed in unison. ‘I enjoyed every second of it, but eventually I had to put him out of his misery. I simply thanked him for his time and walked away. And I think I heard him mumble something like pinche gringa.’

Clare whispered the meaning into the duchess’s ear, and the woman roared. We’ll soon be best friends, Clare thought triumphantly.

‘A typical champagne socialist, then?’ Wallis said.

‘I prefer to call them radical chic. Wrapped in Lenin and Marx banners until someone throws a wad of dollars at them. That same year he took a commission of twenty-seven frescos in Detroit. For the Fords.’

‘For the –? No, you’re joking!’

‘The Fords! Who made their money running sweatshops on an unprecedented scale. The same Henry Ford who just a few years later accepted the Grand Cross of the Order of the German Eagle with a message of personal congratulations from Hitler.’

Clare was really tempted to turn the conversation to the Führer, but she knew the time was not quite ripe. She tried to judge Wallis’s reaction to the name, but there was no visible shift in the woman’s expression.

‘That was the worst of the Depression too,’ Clare went on. ‘Nobody was buying cars, so even as they were commissioning nearly thirty frescoes, the Fords had to lay off thousands of workers. And the men didn’t walk out quietly: they organised a massive protest, and the police and the Fords’ own security staff opened fire on them.’

Wallis gasped. ‘Yes, I remember! It was even on film – the police beating the workers on some railways. Some died, right?’

‘Four or five, yes. Dreadful day. And yet, Señor Hammer-and-Sickle Rivera happily pocketed twenty grand to glorify Ford’s smooth assembly lines.’ The Louis XV clock chimed then. ‘Sorry, I’m rambling now. I really wanted to tell just you two things.

‘First, that he also met Dorothy that evening. I saw them laughing in the distance. And I remember it particularly well because that was the first time since Gardner’s death that I saw her laugh. I never saw them together again, and she never told me, but they must have become fast friends after that evening.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I only learned about it after Dorothy died. Our friend Noguchi found a watercolour by Rivera in her apartment, dedicated to her. Noguchi’s kept it ever since. The picture was … inappropriate to say the least, so her family didn’t want it.’

‘And the second thing you wanted to tell me?’ Wallis asked.

Clare took a leisurely sip. Her last, she promised herself, because from here on things would start to get murky.

‘I think Rivera kept track of me, and really closely.’

‘Really? How do you know?’

‘He wrote to me years later. He sent his letters to the Time offices and addressed me by my new name. I wasn’t Clare Brokaw anymore, but Boothe Luce – I married Henry in ’35 – and Rivera made note of that. He knew who I had married, and about my plays, and that I worked frequently at the Time offices, so his letters would find their way to me. And he must have known how much Henry was worth.

‘None of that was a state secret, of course, but it shows he was following my steps, reading the papers and keeping track of my movements. Believe me, I shudder when I picture him underlining my name.’

The crease between Wallis’s brows deepened. ‘What did he want?’

‘What else, dear? Money. I told you the man could sniff it even before I had it. And by then nobody in the US would hire him anymore.’

‘Really? How so?’

Clare made a dismissive wave. ‘A huge quarrel he had with the Rockefellers. Long story, dear, I won’t get into it. The point is he had run out of patrons, so he was asking me – very clumsily, by the way – to fund some project or other. I ignored him at first, but he was quite insistent.’

‘Did he convince you?’ Wallis asked. ‘Even after the communist sermon and the Sapphic tales?’

Clare gave a quick shrug. ‘I do like some of his art, and quite a few years had passed since our little chat. But it wasn’t just that that caught my attention. He also wrote to tell me about his wife, and that she was producing some exceptional paintings. He thought I would be intrigued, and he was right.’



The Casa Azul Files

Letter #2, posted by Kahlo
December 5, 1938

Lindo mío, mi niño:

It’s only three days till the 8th and I can’t wait to hear you on the phone.

[…]

I want to tell you what I’m working on, and please, I’d like you to help me, because I’m scrambling myself into purititas pelotas.

I started the retablo of Dorothy Hale (the girl that jumped from the 18th floor*). My idea is this … let me explain, and let’s see what you think. In the centre of the canvas, I’ll have the [Hampshire House] building, not very detailed but just enough to recognise it, and because she killed herself at 5 in the morning and there would have been very little light. I don’t want to paint all the windows but only the one she jumped from – then, near the window and already in the air, her figure, chiquita, very tiny. Then in the centre itself, her again, big, in the air, as if halfway through her death, and at the bottom her body already on the ground, just like I imagine her after the fall.

I found out that the doctors were amazed because she had no wounds, it was just the concussion in the brain that killed her and she fell without breaking or bursting anything. So I could paint her as if she had killed herself in slow motion.

[…]

The [building] faces Central Park, […] which was the last thing she saw before jumping, so I was thinking I could paint things the other way around, not paint what was inside the window, but what her eyes saw before killing herself. What do you think?

But what do I paint around the building? Only sky and fog? Or could I indicate things she was thinking while she was dying? Here I tell you more or less how I think I’ll do it:


[image: illustration]


‘The thing is that I don’t know if the composition is too mierdona [shitty], but I can’t think of anything else […]’



* Kahlo mistakenly refers to the 18th floor, both in the letter and in her sketch; Dorothy Hale lived on the 16th floor.



1938

Cartas que no envié

Ay, tripón,

I don’t know why I keep asking for your advice. You keep telling me to paint for that rich bitch I can’t stand. You even suggested I offered to paint her portrait for free and that I could use the chance to learn more about her. That it would be good for my ‘painting career’.

Well, you should listen to your own damned advice, pinche gordo!

Did you think of those ‘details’ when you upset the Rockefellers?

I remember that old caricature they published in Puck. You had it in your files (next to that cartoon of the European royal families fleeing to Americaca after the Russians killed the Romanovs). The Puck cartoonists painted Rockefeller’s oil company like a massive octopus, as wide as the planet, with tentacles reaching the ports and the sea, strangling the Capitol and the White House and crushing a bunch of rich gringos.

Did you really think you could fuck them over like you did President José Vasconcelos? Even after all the commissions the man gave you! We met because of him, remember? Because he was secretary of education back then and hired you to paint the murals for my preparatoria school.

And then, when he asked you to paint the murals for the Secretary of Education, you stabbed him in the back. Do you remember, Dieguito? Do you remember how, last minute, you painted President Vasconcelos sitting on top of a white elephant, dipping his pen in a spittoon? And he took it like a gentleman. He paid you in full, and the mural is still standing.

You also painted old John Rockefeller and Henry Ford in that same mural, don’t you remember? You painted Rockefeller like a wrinkly prune, with lead white hair and drinking his evening milk, and Ford gulping champagne and checking his stock prices from Wall Street.

Sometimes I think you did forget, Diego, because only a few years later you took commissions and thousands of dollars from both the Fords and the Rockefellers.

Well, not from John Rockefeller. He was already well in his eighties. I remember everyone said he had a pact with el Chamuco and injected himself with placenta and would never die. No. You dealt with Nelson, the grandson (the very handsome grandson), but where did you think all his money came from? Did you think he just crapped green bills?

And the timing for your ‘joke’ couldn’t have been worse. You added Lenin to the Rockefellers’ mural. Lenin! Just when people where whispering that Nelson’s cousin, that slimy Percy, had been financing the Bolsheviks so that the Rockefellers could have a puppet socialist government in Russia, where they could sell their refined oil and their trains forevermore. All bullshit, I know, but enough people were buying those tales.

I remember Nelson’s wife, Mary, coming to me one day and begging me to talk to you. The poor woman almost cried in my lap. I told you that your whim could ruin you, and still you didn’t back out.

You loved that, didn’t you? The rich and the powerful yielding to you, begging you to compromise, and you scorning them because you thought that one stroke of your fat brush could destroy them.

They can’t wash my paint off the walls, I remember you said. And I told you, No, but they can tear down the whole damned wall!

Just like they did.

Ay, Diego, no wonder none of the gringos want you anymore. You have betrayed them all, north and south of the border, and every time you have been happy to pocket their pesos and their dolarotes without remorse.

Ironic that you like to collect those monigotes people burn on Easter at the Fiesta del Judas. Devils, skeletons and grotesque goat monsters of papel maché. Some of them twice your own height.

I remember that the burning of Judas really scared me as a child, and not because of the effigies. Every Easter Sunday people gathered around them and became monsters themselves, flogging them and spitting at them. Then they hung the monigotes, set them on fire and cheered like mad as if the devil had possessed them all. Mamá Matilde took us every year, even though she knew how much it scared us, especially Cristina.

That was the greatest traitor in history, she used to tell us as we clung to her skirts.

Is that why you collect them, gordo? Is that why surround yourself with Judases? To feel like you’re not the worst traitor of all?



1940

‘But I’m getting ahead of myself,’ Clare said. ‘I haven’t told you about Dorothy’s acting career.’

‘Why are you sneering like that?’ the duchess teased. ‘Was she that bad?’

‘Darling, I know I oughtn’t speak ill of the dead, but I’ve seen more pathos and substance in a bowl of tapioca pudding.’ The duchess smirked. ‘I don’t even know how she got the idea into her head. It was as if one day she got out of bed thinking, I’m going to make it in Hollywood.

‘She probably thought she could own the stage like she did as a dancer. Silly girl. She was doomed from the start. I only wish I’d had the courage to tell her. It would have saved her some of the worst humiliations in her life.’

‘What happened?’

‘It all started on a quick trip to Paris, just a few weeks after we met Señor Rivera. I don’t know how she did it, but Dorothy got someone to introduce her to Samuel Goldwyn, of MGM. He was vacationing here.’

‘Oh! Quite a manoeuvre.’

‘And yet not her most spectacular move. Only a month later they had signed her up on an exclusive three-year contract.’

‘Really? Well done, Dorothy! Do you think that she …?’ Wallis’s lips tilted very slightly upwards, like a teenager staring at the cover of a raunchy novel.

Clare sighed. She’d never be sure, of course, but she’d always suspected that only one sort of currency could have bought such a contract in ballsy Hollywood. She’d never slander Dorothy on mere speculation, though, so she simply shrugged and spoke on.

‘Dorothy immediately moved to Los Angeles, and they gave her acting lessons, elocution lessons, hair tests, makeup tests, the works. She sent me one of the light tests in black-and-white and, I mean … I knew she was pretty – it always annoyed me to walk into a party by her side; I felt like boiled whitefish served next to prime lobster – but in that photo she looked ravishing: immaculate skin, dreamy eyes, three-inch-long lashes, lips to die for …

‘Soon after that she also sent me a clip from some California newspaper. The studio had given her a lead role, and people were starting to say she’d soon be the new queen of Tinseltown. Good old Sam Goldwyn had discovered her too, and everyone claimed he had never been wrong. Dorothy happened to be the one that tarnished his record. It must have been mortifying.’ Clare let out a sigh, once more stung by that soft pang of envy she had felt back then. ‘I honestly thought she would make it,’ she said. ‘I told you she was a clever girl, still making a somewhat decent income from Gardner’s legacy and with a good head for business. I thought they’d polish her and bring out something, if not brilliant, at least passable. It wasn’t a very challenging role either. She showed me the script.’

‘Which movie was that?’

‘Did you ever watch Cynara?’

Wallis wrinkled her nose. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘Don’t worry, dear. Nobody did. It was based on this drab book about a woman that kills herself after she finds out her husband was cheating on her.’

Wallis chuckled, then cleared her throat. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have smirked. It’s just that the whole thing was – almost premonitory.’

‘I know. So many things were. But anyway, Dorothy didn’t even get to play the part.’

‘Oh? Even after she’d been signed up and the deal had been bragged about in all the papers?’

‘Yes. Her screen test was that bad, apparently. I cringe every time I picture it: Dorothy stepping into the studio, rushing to dress and makeup, then on to the set …

‘It must be horrible. All the lights on you, all the eyes of the stagehands and the crew. The camera just a few feet from your face. You’re making sure you’re on your mark, holding your face at the right angle. Then they shout action, and there’s stone dead silence. And you can feel the heat from the lights, the looks, the held breaths … And you’re still expected to deliver your lines as naturally as a morning breeze!

‘Dorothy told me she did as well as she could, but even then she could hear the tremors in her voice. She said that it sounded as if she were gasping every time she breathed in. I cringed when she told me.

‘And then, when she finished her lines … nobody did anything. Nobody moved or clapped or cleared their throats. Dorothy told me it felt like standing barefoot on broken glass. Until someone had mercy and finally shouted cut.’

Even Wallis let out a sigh of relief.

‘The director was this man King Vidor,’ Clare went on. ‘Odious little urchin, with one of those wet mouths that look like a gash on an overripe mango. I met him a few years later, only briefly, when every producer and their dog were making me offers for The Women. Sadly for Dorothy, ugly and repulsive as he looked, the man was very talented. And to make matters worse, the audition was scheduled for the day after he came back from Hawaii, where he had been filming with Dolores del Río.’

‘Oh, I love Dolores del Río,’ the duchess said, stretching a hand towards Clare.

‘Me too. Her eyes are simply fire, don’t you think? Next to her, Dorothy must have looked as alluring as a chunk of raw yam. She told me she overheard Vidor say, What a shame. Lovely façade but no central heating.’ Clare snorted. ‘How can anyone recover from that? And remember, this was only a few months after Gardner died.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Goldwyn telephoned her that very evening to tell her the news.’

‘On the telephone!’ Wallis squealed. ‘He didn’t even have the balls to tell her in person?’

Clare blinked hard. Never again would she hear a duchess utter the word balls in such an earnest way. Good, she thought, I’m putting her at ease.

‘I know,’ Clare said. ‘I was fuming too when Dorothy told me. Goldwyn blamed it on the studio, of course. He said they didn’t have the time to give her more lessons because the movie was already slotted for release in December. But he assured her they would find her a part.’

‘Did they?’

Clare snorted. ‘There was a scene about a swimsuit contest – when the adulterous cretin of a main character first meets his harlot.’

‘Did Dorothy play the harlot?’

‘Worse, dear. She played one of the swimmers. That was all they gave her. Not a single darned line; just a pretty pair of legs in the background. And I doubt even that. I managed to borrow a reel from the cinema and scrutinised it frame by frame. Not once did I see her face.’

Wallis raised a brow. ‘But you said they had already signed a contract. If they didn’t pay her –’

‘Oh, they paid her in full, of course. The whole contract in advance. And they said they’d call her if anything suitable ever came up.’

‘Gee, that pretty much comes to bugger off and don’t ever dare call us back.’

‘Dorothy knew that too. She must have been distraught, because for a while she wouldn’t even return my calls. I told her in a letter, Honey, count your blessings. Take the money and run! Buy yourself some bonds and a nice little place by the beach.’

‘Did she?’

‘Of course not. She and Noguchi sailed off to the Caribbean and then to Europe. I always thought it very selfish of him.’

‘Selfish?’

‘Yes. That was when Noguchi’s career took off. He got all the contacts and the prestige. Dorothy got to pay the bill.’ Clare took a short sip. ‘So they bounced between England and France for a while, and it must have been around that time that Dorothy landed another part for London Films.’

‘She moved fast, didn’t she? Which film?’

‘Catherine the Great.’

‘Oh! Was that the one with that little Austrian Jew playing Catherine?’

‘Elisabeth Bergner, yes. Dorothy told me that the girl had just moved to London because the Nazi movement chilled her to the bone. Clever girl. And what an actress! She and Flora Robson played the leads.’

‘I love Flora Robson!’

‘Me too. She’s so talented, even if she’s as ugly as an old b –’ Clare nearly choked. ‘And Elisabeth Bergner isn’t very pretty either, but that was the whole point: the old ugly empress and the petite, plain girl stealing the Russian throne. And they had such good lines … When my peasants revolt, I shall hang my governors!

‘And the young man that played the tsar, Douglas Fairbanks, he was fabulous too … Heir to the throne? Heir to a baby’s rrrrattle and a box of toys! And … There’ll be no more petticoats to rrrrule Russia!’

Clare sighed. ‘Poor Dorothy, surrounded by all that talent. She played the tsar’s mistress. A juicy part, you’d think, seeding intrigue between him and Catherine the Great. But in her first scene, almost as soon as she enters, she crosses her arms and leans very awkwardly against a column. It’s as if she’s trying to take up as little space as possible. As if they’d plucked her right out of some community theatre.

‘She never told me this, but I think they had to rewrite some scenes to cut her out.’

‘Really!’

‘I’m a playwright, dear, I can spot these things miles away. In her second scene – which was her last one – she and the tsar arrange to meet, alone, in a hunting lodge; on the same night the tsar marries Catherine. It’s a very effective hook, even if she exaggerates every facial expression, and you’re sure there’ll be more to it. But then she never appears again, and suddenly the tsar has a different mistress, no explanation given.’

‘God. So clunky?’

‘Yes. You have to see the movie. I could ask my Henry to make a few calls and find you the reel. It wouldn’t be a bother at all.’

Wallis exhaled. ‘Impossible, dear. David abhors anything Russian. The nation, the people, the government … He spits bile just to hear the word.’

‘Because of the communist –?’

‘No, dear. They murdered his cousins. Remember?’

Clare blushed at her stupid question. Of course she remembered. In 1918 the Bolsheviks had taken the Romanovs to a cellar and put them down like diseased cattle. And though the assassination had never been officially confirmed (and probably never would be), by now the evidence was doubted only by the stubborn and the foolish. The duke, very young back then, must have been horrified by the fate of his father’s most beloved relative. Nicholas II and George V, though first cousins, could well have been twins, and they appeared in all photos either arm in arm or having a fabulous time.

Luckily the duchess went straight back to Dorothy.

‘She must have been devastated,’ Wallis said, ‘seeing her part cut like that.’

‘Oh, yes. That was her only credited movie. Can you believe that? After that she came back home, dejected and almost penniless.’

‘Penniless? Even after the movie and the MGM money?’

‘Yes. Like I said, she and Noguchi had been gallivanting all around Europe for a good while. As for the movie … they didn’t pay her much. The Brits never do. And yet it didn’t seem such a bad deal, if you consider she’s on screen for less than two minutes. I’m even surprised she was so high on the credits.’

‘What did she do then?’

‘We met for dinner when she was back in New York. She told me how much she longed to keep on acting, but MGM never called her again, and the contacts she made in London went cold very soon.’

‘Why, she should have called Lord Mountbatten,’ Wallis jumped in. ‘He might have still remembered her from their late parties with Fred Astaire!’

Clare gave her a wry smile. Not because of the cruelty of the joke but because Dorothy might well have done just that, begging everywhere but finding that all the old doors shut promptly in her face.

‘She must have been so weary,’ the duchess said. ‘The poor thing.’

‘She wasn’t,’ Clare said, arching a brow. ‘I would have been, if so much had been thrown at me in such a short time. But I remember she seemed so relaxed, eating her salmon mousse and sipping white wine as if she didn’t have a care in the world. I thanked God that Roosevelt had repealed Prohibition just the year before.

‘Over dessert Dorothy said she wanted to try her luck in the theatre, and I thought it was a great idea. I mean, theatre is all about projection and exaggeration. And, of course, being up on the stage meant people would never get to see her face up close. Also, there would be far more after-show parties, which I knew she loved from when she was dancing for Fred Astaire.

‘I had told her I was working on a play, my first, so she asked if I could give her a part.’

The duchess made a rather malicious smile. ‘Did you? After all you’ve told me?’

‘Well, it didn’t help that I had just seen a screening of Catherine the Great, but also, it was my first stab at it, so I didn’t have too many options. I hired mostly friends. One of them …’

Should I mention Rosamond? Clare thought, and then –

‘My dear Rosamond,’ she said, regretting it even before she’d uttered the full name. ‘Rosamond Pinchot, who … also killed herself. Only a few months before Dorothy.’
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Cartas que no envié

Dieguito panzón,

The cargadores from the mail company came this morning to take away Trotsky’s painting. The one the pinche Claire Boothe Luce bought at Levy’s. I thought I would be happy to see it go, but it felt like they were tearing a patch of skin from my chest. My very last link to Trotsky. Our last link to him. And that it had to go to that obnoxious fleabag!

What a sad end. An unwanted picture wrapped in rags and brown paper, dragged down the corridor by a hunched gringo in patched overalls. He reminded me so much of one of the workers you painted in Detroit Industry, the one bent over some control panels, with the sad eyes as if there were no tomorrow.

All endings are sad, of course, and we know that, and then we remember how happy and hopeful we were at the beginning, and everything hurts even more.

I remember when Piochitas Trotsky arrived in the port of Tampico.

I flew there to receive him, but you stayed in Mexico City. You said you were too ill to travel, but I know that was all bullshit. You were afraid there might be Stalinist assassins, so you sent me, your little pendeja, to do the job for you. You even asked Cristina to take you to the hospital. The doctors said all you had was an intestinal infection (surely after stuffing yourself with carnitas and chicharrón) and that you should go home and rest, but you made them keep you at the hospital overnight.

Cabrón. You were right to be afraid. When I got to the port there were at least a hundred armed soldiers and policemen. The air was as thick as a cup of maize atole, and we all waited in silence for that huge freighter (Ruth, I think it was called) to come to the shore.

General Beltrán, who was in charge of the Tampico district, came to me and whispered that I shouldn’t be afraid. I laughed and told him I had not been afraid until he said that. He also told the press that all Stalinists in Mexico had been ordered to shoot Trotsky on sight, but that he was sure the virgencita of Guadalupe would protect us. (Well, he didn’t say exactly that, but it was clear that all he had were fucking good intentions.)

Still, I managed to smile when Trotsky greeted me and we had to pose for the photographers (some of them sent by you, even though the exact time of the arrival and the port were supposed to be a secret). Trotsky smiled too, but not his wife, that Natalia Sedova. She looked quite encabronada and kept her lips all tight as if she had a prickly pear up her buttocks.

The trip to Coyoacán was under heavy guard, and when we made it to the Casa Azul the whole street was guarded by uniformed men with loaded mosquetones.

From the minute he arrived, Trotsky worked day and night. He woke up very early and started dictating to his Russian and his American secretaries. All we heard from then on was the clicking of the typewriters, as if two demented changas were tap dancing on the kitchen pots. My father’s reception room became Trotsky’s office: we had to move the dining table there, and for months it was piled with pamphlets and newspapers – German, American, French, English (ironically, he never read the Mexican papers, or he would have seen that his writings were really annoying President Cárdenas).

I felt sorry for them, Dieguito. Him and his wife. Trotsky never smoked or drank (except that one time) and he only ate meat two times in a week. And poor Natalia paced about the gardens all day long, fanning herself and turning down food and conversation. No wonder. Her son Sergei had just been arrested in Russia. All she accepted from me was my agua de horchata, which was the only drink that helped her cope with the heat. It was February, and a very cold one for me. She didn’t know what was coming!

I remember when the first reporter from The New York Times came to see Trotsky. You know how much he hated the gringos after they expelled him from New York. He told the reporter that he spoke good English but couldn’t really understand ‘American’, and it all went to the carajo from there.

The reporter wanted to talk about the thirteen Trotskistas that Stalin had just executed in Moscow. Trotsky had read it on a telegram only an hour before. The men had been tried for treason and espionage and sabotage, and according to the Russians they had all confessed to have been following orders from Trotsky. They said that he had instructed them to wreck the railways, the factories and the presses they themselves had helped build in the times of Lenin. They also ‘confessed’ that they had participated in intrigues concocted by Trotsky, to offer the Germans and the Japanese huge chunks of Russian land in exchange for military support to take back the Soviet Union. And they also ‘confessed’ that the Trotskyists in Moscow had already sold a lot of secret information to Hirohito and Adolf Hitler.

Trotsky exploded like a chinampina. He toppled a side table and jerked his writings in the noses of the gringo, as if his own words were the ultimate proof of everything. I overheard him shouting for almost forty minutes about the Stalinist networks working in the United States, infiltrating the highest spheres, all funded by oligarchs from Moscow. He even accused The New York Times of taking payments from those grandes cacas to keep their activities quiet.

The gringo (Walter Duranty, I think was his name) wound him up like he was feeding coal to a stove, and they debated for hours. And you know what an argument with Trotsky is like: very soon they ended up arguing the exact meaning of every single word the other said. You could hear their shouting from across the road. I couldn’t believe their lungs.

I had to run into the room and ask that Walter man to leave, because I thought Trotsky was going to give him a chingadazo in the head with one of the typewriters. Two of the uniformed guards burst in too, thinking the gringo was trying to kill Trotsky.

After that, Trotsky locked himself in his room for the rest of the evening, night and most of the following day. Natalia also locked herself in one of the bathrooms and refused any food or water. Thank goodness one of the guards, some man that spoke about three words of Russian, managed to get her out.

The following evening I found Trotsky in the garden, seated on the tezontle steps, all alone and with a little cigarette in his mouth. I couldn’t believe it. On his first evening at the Casa Azul he lectured me for almost an hour when he saw me light up a cigarrito. He blushed and said one of the guards had given it to him because he saw him all achicopalado.

He looked broken, Dieguito. All the weight of the world on his shoulders.

Come, viejito, I told him. I’ll make you some chilitos toreados, to warm you up.

Blistered chillies, I said in German when he looked at me all confused, but the translation didn’t help much.

We went to the kitchen and I offered him a tequilita, but he turned it down and went to his room. I thought I had upset him by offering alcohol, but then he came back with this huge bottle of some vodka called Tsarskaya. From the favourite distillery of Peter the Great, he told me. I passed him a little glass and he drank as if it were agua de uso, even though he claimed he hadn’t had a drink in thirty years.

He poured me some vodka too, and I started working on the chiles, the only thing I ever learned to cook, because you know how much I hate the kitchen (I’m not like your Lupita Marín, who still comes around and cooks for you almost every day, even though you divorced her ten years ago). But I like this recipe. It was my mum’s.

You take the jalapeños, whole, and blister them on the comal, without oil or anything, until the skin is all charred and the pulp is succulent. Then you fry them in oil, with plenty of salt and a squeeze of lime juice, then rub them in your hands, still whole, so that the seeds and the veins ooze out into the chili.

Those are the hottest juices, I told him, again in German. I liked speaking in German with him. It reminded me when my dad and I spoke in German in his workshop, so that my mum and the pinche Cristina couldn’t understand us (my dumb lazy bitch of a sister never bothered to learn).

I remember how the viejito Trotsky smiled at me whenever I whispered something in German into his ear. The first time I did it, he jumped and almost crapped his pants. He didn’t expect anyone in Mexico to speak fluent German, of course.

He always said his German wasn’t very good, but he was modest. The way he smiled from ear to ear when I told him about the hottest juices … I knew his German was more than rudimentary.

We took the food and the drinks to the garden, and he bit into the first chilito very, very carefully, as if I had handed him a Wurstpelle stuffed with dynamite.

Ay, Dieguito, he went red! And screamed and coughed, and the guards came again because they thought some Stalinist had broken in and was pulling at his balls with red-hot pincers.

Natalia looked at us from her bedroom window, but when I saw her, she shut the curtains and turned her lights off.

I gave Trotsky a few glasses of guava water and some plain tortillas to soak up the picante. I left him in the garden for a while so he had time to recover. Imagine that, Dieguito: the greatest thinker of the Soviet Union, brought to his knees by the tiniest bit of jalapeño.

When I came out again, it was already getting dark, and very cold, so I wrapped myself up in my woollen zarape and sat next to him. I had brought a candle with me, so I used it to light up a cigarrito and offered him one, and he accepted it without remilgos.

And that was it. We looked at the stars, not talking, for God knows how long. He had the bottle of Tsarskaya next to him, and we drank from the same glass until there was nothing left. I offered him las gotas de la felicidad. I explained him that the last thirteen drops in a bottle are good luck, and he smiled a little as I counted.

How can you make love in Siberia? I asked him while he sipped the last glass. I’ve read it’s so cold there that your cojones shrivel up and crawl up inside you.

He smiled, with his eyes sparkling like a little boy’s, and said, The cold is the reason we make love, Frau Rivera.

We stared into each other’s eyes for a while until … ay, Diego, he’s the only person in the world, man or woman, who has ever made me blush like that.

I remember he smelled of lemon verbena, and that his suit was still immaculate despite all the barullo with the press. His beard too. It was grey and white, but clipped so carefully as if he measured it with a ruler.

I wondered what that bushy beard, dense and wiry, might feel on my skin. Especially on my most tender spots.

It didn’t take me long to find out.



1940

You killed her.

Yes.

You killed her and you know it, said the soft, insidious voice in Clare’s head. She suddenly realised how tightly she was gripping the champagne coupe, and put it down with a clang before she crushed it.

The duchess was staring at her, unblinking. ‘So, not one, but two of your best friends killed themselves the same year?’

Clare’s mind was working at full speed. Should I tell her the truth? Gain her sympathy with a sordid confession? Or should I just lie? Then again, she might find out what really happened and – but who cares? By then I’ll have what I need from her.

Icy fingers touched her hand, cold from holding the glass, and Clare twitched.

‘It’s all right, dear,’ the duchess said. ‘You don’t have to tell me more if it’s too painful.’

Clare took a deep breath.

‘It is painful,’ she said, no pretence needed. ‘Too painful to remember, let alone talk about.’

She was going to reach for the glass again, but her hands were still trembling, so she folded them tightly on her lap. She gulped, took a deep breath and dived in.

‘My first play was panned, of course. Partly because my script was … half-baked doesn’t quite describe it. In all honesty, I deserved far worse reviews than I got. Now I cringe when I read some of those lines. But also – oh, darling don’t judge me for saying this – Dorothy was terrible. I gave her the best lines, but she was more wooden than Pinocchio. Rosamond was quite good, but not enough to lift that mess. And then her marriage ended badly. Quite badly. I’ll … spare you the details. Suffice it to say that she had married her old sweetheart, Bill Gaston –’

My lover, a nasty voice said in Clare’s head.

‘Rosamond was still madly in love with him. They divorced and she was never the same again. A couple of years later Rosamond got into her car with a hose connected to the exhaust pipe.’

The duchess brought a hand to her chest.

‘Oh, honey! I’m so sorry. Tragedies do seem to gravitate towards you.’

Clare gave a very brief nod.

‘Rosamond was thirty-three,’ she said. ‘Same age as Dorothy.’ She looked at her glass and squinted as she watched the bubbles rise. ‘I’ve wondered so many times if Rosamond’s death planted the idea in Dorothy’s head.’

After a brief silence, Clare looked up. She found Wallis wearing a deep frown.

‘Darling, you cannot be serious. There have been loads of Hollywood suicides in the past ten years.’ She began counting with her fingers. ‘Allyn King in 1930, because she thought her face was too round and no diet could fix it. Thelma Todd in 1935. Then Adele Blood – fitting name – shot herself in 1936. Her own daughter ended it just last year. At nineteen!’

Is she really trying to help? Clare thought. She put on a smile, picked up her glass and had a good drink. You have work to do, she told herself.

‘There were good things happening as well. For instance, I married Henry just two days after that play’s premiere. My dear Henry …’

As she said so, Clare felt the painful urge to squeeze his hand. To adjust the knot on his tie, which was always askew. To hear his gentle snoring, like when he dozed off in his favourite armchair with stacks of articles to approve on his lap.

‘My, my!’ Wallis cried. ‘Look at you, blushing!’

Clare felt her cheeks. They seemed to be boiling.

‘Cheers to that!’ Wallis said, and they toasted. Clare was going to put her glass down, but the duchess made a sign for her to drink. She had to oblige, but only a small sip.

‘How did you meet him?’ the duchess asked.

Clare sighed. ‘At a ball at the Waldorf-Astoria. In fact’ – she raised her coup – ‘I cheekily snatched a glass of champagne right out of his hand as he walked past me. He was taking it to his then wife.’

At once Wallis threw her head backwards to laugh. So did Clare, and for a moment the gems on the engagement rings of both women twinkled.

‘I liked Henry a lot,’ said the duchess. ‘So tall and so witty. Although … I must confess I thought you were far too young and pretty for him.’

Clare shrugged, pretending not to hear the compliment. ‘He looked dashing when we married. I loved his blue eyes and how he talked so fast, with a bit of a stutter too, as if his mind were always ahead of his lips. And back then his chin was still more bone than flab. Oh, but he still makes me laugh, dear. We can talk for hours and hours and we never run out of things to say. He is always interested in my projects, big or little, and I am interested in his. You should see us at the dinner table; we discuss geopolitics and inflation rates the way others do their neighbours’ infidelities. I’m as happy as …’

She choked. How happy she had really been! And she only realised now, when she was a step away from losing it all. Again, Clare pictured Baruch’s stumpy fingers wrapping around Henry’s neck, and she barely managed to repress a shudder.

The duchess pulled a cunning smile.

‘And yet here you are, darling. Across the ocean. Right on the fringe of the new war. Thousands of miles away from him.’

Clare sat back, very tempted to growl. ‘I – I had to.’

‘Of course you didn’t,’ Wallis said with a dismissive wave, and Clare felt like scratching her eyes. ‘This book you say you’re writing … You don’t have to write it, do you? You want to write it. I understand. The question is – does Henry?’

Clare would have never believed that so many feelings could boil inside her at the same time – fear, anger, longing, anxiety, love, despair, panic – and she had to push them all deep inside, sit up as demurely as possible and keep her story on point.

‘He can’t possibly understand,’ she murmured. ‘Not the full reasons.’ And before Wallis might ask what those were, Clare began reciting as if addressing the House of Representatives. ‘To see life; to see the world; to eyewitness great events; to watch the faces of the poor and the gestures of the proud; to see strange things – machines, armies, multitudes, shadows in the jungle and on the moon; to see man’s work – his paintings, towers and discoveries …’

Wallis’s smile verged on mockery. ‘Will that be the opening page?’

‘No,’ Clare said. ‘That’s the speech I wrote for Henry to give to his investors. Right after I convinced him to buy Life magazine.’

‘Impressive,’ Wallis said, but with a nod so languid it robbed the word of all meaning.

Clare felt a stab of fire in the stomach. What would truly impress this woman? Was this how she had won the love of Edward VIII? By drip-feeding him her smiles and her charm? One moment reaching for your hand, then next giving you a lukewarm, condescending smile?

Wallis reached for the bottle and poured herself the last drops of champagne. Something in her manner told Clare that the duchess was about to call it a night and send her away, and a wave of panic gushed across her chest.

‘Curious that it ran out precisely now,’ she rushed to say, every single word calculated at full speed. ‘I am just about to tell you about Dorothy’s last tragedy. Nobody, in all her life, abused her as badly as that rascal Harry Hopkins. He may not have pushed her, but I’ll be damned if he’s not the very reason she’s dead.’



1938

Cartas que no envié

Dieguito cara de rana,

All these things around Dorothy are becoming very strange.

Let me explain.

Noguchi came to see me last night, and I showed him the sketch I had drawn on the panel. He laughed and said that my building was all crooked to the left, and I almost cried because I hadn’t noticed.

A la chingada. I’ll leave it like that. Some idiot will find some ‘hidden meaning’ in it one day. And I’m not starting all over for that bitch Clare.

Noguchi felt really guilty about upsetting me, so he took me out to make me feel better. I suggested we go to see Oscar Wilde, the play he and Dorothy saw the night before she jumped, but he said it would bring him really bad memories, so we just had dinner out and then some wine in his apartment.

He showed me the spray of yellow roses that he gave to Dorothy. The ones he pinned to her dress the night of her farewell party. The ones she still had on when Billy the porter found her on the street.

They were tiny greenhouse flowers, only a little bit bigger than my fingernails. They’re weeks old now, so they’re all grey, but I was trying to open one up to see if they still had the original colour inside. I was thinking I would use chrome yellow, but I wanted to be sure. Noguchi almost slapped me and said they’re really delicate and that he wants to press them, or something like that, to remember Dorothy.

He snatched them from my hand and took them away, and then I thought … Yes, they are so delicate I could easily have crushed them, even with my fingers of desahuciada. Then how carajos could those tiny flowers stay intact after the fall? Because they look intact, Diego. Not even one got ripped off the bunch (only one was missing, which Noguchi said the police yanked out because it was stained with the girl’s blood).

I thought of the accident (my accident) and that there was a woman in the bus carrying a basket of flowers as wide as your panzota, full of white gardenias to sell at the Coyoacán market. I remember they burst with the impact, and the white petals rained on me together with the painter’s gold dust and my own blood.

I asked Noguchi if he was sure that it was the same bunch, and he said he was. He said that the police looked after everything that Dorothy had on her when they found her, as it was evidence, and the officers gave all those things to – guess who? – that bitch Clare.

They were going to give everything to Dorothy’s father, but the man was in no state to take care of those things. He and Dorothy’s brother and sister asked Clare to sort everything out. She gave the flowers to Noguchi, and she also showed him the black dress before her maids put everything else in the garbage.

Noguchi said that Clare held the dress in front of her and stared at it for a full ten minutes, horrified, as if – these are Noguchi’s words – as if she were looking at Dorothy’s innards, smeared on the pavement.

I said, Naturally, it must have been covered in her blood, but he said no. They thought that either the police or the funerary had washed it, because it had no blood. It only had some mud stains, but no blood at all, and it wasn’t ripped anywhere.

How could that happen, Dieguito? How could she fall sixteen or eighteen or however many méndigos floors they were and not damage her little bunch of roses or her dress?

I couldn’t sleep thinking about it (and because my leg ached a lot with this fucking cold, and because Noguchi kept kicking me all night).

In the morning, I very politely told him to go to la chingada and I went to the police station. Noguchi said I shouldn’t, but damn him and damn Nicky Muray and damn you, panzón, even if I had to pay for the cab with your money.

I didn’t tell him where I was going, of course. I just said I needed some air, and that if he kept asking me questions I’d kick him in the balls.

It was very easy to find the station. It was all spelled out in the article in The New York Times: ‘West Forty-seventh Street station’, and ‘Detectives James Leech and James Sheehy’.

I had put on one of my gringuita dresses and tried to sound as serious as possible. I asked to speak to the detectives, claiming I was one of Dorothy’s ‘arty’ friends. I made up that she had borrowed some earrings of mine and that I wanted to know what had happened to them. They believed me.

Only one of the detectives, the Sheehy man, was there. He was very polite for a gringo, and he even showed me some of the actual files where they recorded everything about her death. Everything Noguchi said was true. The clean dress, the roses intact. Everything. Even the forenses wrote down that they were amazed that she had no wounds. That man, Mr Sheehy, said that he was surprised too. He saw her himself, looking so beautiful that he couldn’t believe she was dead.

He said he was sorry I hadn’t found my earrings, but if I was that desperate I could talk to the Hampshire House’s porter. I said I knew him. Mr Sheehy was so nice he even apologised for not being able to drive me there because he was so busy. At last! One nice gringo in this asphalt pit.

I could not stop there, Dieguito. I took another cab, went to the Hampshire House and then just stood at the doors, looking lost.

That cabrón Billy came out to smoke at some point. He didn’t even recognise me without my Tehuana skirts, the fool. I offered him a Cuban cigar some gringo left behind at Levy’s gallery, and that was all he needed to spill the beans.

He told me, as proud as if he had carried the virgin and the peregrinos from La Villa to Iztapalapa, that he was the one who found Dorothy on the pavement, probably just minutes after she jumped.

I thought he would call me a morbosa if I asked him for the gorier details, but he just told me everything as if his tongue were a rolling trompo chillador.

He said the same things I had heard from Mr Sheehy: that Dorothy looked very beautiful and elegant, that there was no blood around her, that the roses looked as if she had just bought them from the florist and that even her hair was still pinned in place!

He didn’t think any of that was strange, and when I said I was starting to doubt Dorothy had jumped, he wrinkled his face as if I had given him your feet to smell.

But she fell! He told me over and over like a parrot.

I thought, Ni madres! There isn’t enough gum arabic or tins of Rose Curl Set in the world to keep someone’s hair intact after falling so many floors.

And even if I swallowed the tale that her dress survived the fall, how could there be no blood around her? When you fall in such a chingadazo you splatter!

Do you remember when I was one of the Cachuchas’ gang at the preparatoria school? We filled paper bags with rotten eggs and dropped them onto the professors from the windows on the second floor. We got you once, remember? When you were coming in to work on your mural in the amphitheatre. The bag and the eggs exploded even though they landed on something as soft as your tatema, and then you moaned that your hair stank for days.

Billy said he was very sad for Dorothy. He didn’t know her well, but he said she was very cheerful and a real coqueta. That she blew him kisses whenever she went out at night, always wearing the most sensual dresses and wrapped in a different dead animal every night. She loved her furs, apparently. It still surprises me how these gringas put on those thick coats but still manage to show more flesh than a meloncito calado. Dorothy was no exception: Billy said that she always had her arms bare, no matter the weather, and that her skin was as white and smooth as the slopes of the Aspen Mountain.

I wanted to ask him more (like where chingaos is the Aspen Mountain), but he had to go back to work. (Some old gringa with a plumed hat came out shouting for him; her pipes had burst or something.)

And that pinche gorda couldn’t have come out at a worse time. Billy was just telling me how ‘everything changed’ after Dorothy started dating some crooked politician nobody in the building liked very much.

I think he said his name was Harry Hopkins.



1940

‘Harry Hopkins?’ Wallis repeated. ‘Your friend Dorothy was engaged to Harry Hopkins?’

Clare allowed herself a little smile. Dropping the name had just won some time, but she had to be quick. With the champagne gone, the duchess might call it a night at any moment.

‘Sounds like you know him?’ Clare asked, and Wallis let out a pfft.

‘Not personally, thank God, but everyone in America knows of the New Deal guy, handing out billions of dollars throughout the Depression.’

Good, Clare thought, a passionate response.

‘He wasn’t just keeping people on the dole,’ she said. Nothing better than a little tease to keep the conversation going. ‘I may not like the man himself, but his policy made sense. The government paid the salaries, of course, but in exchange for actual jobs.’

‘Ha! Some jobs. Giving coats of cheap paint to useless old buildings, or planting twigs in the same parks those workers camped in at night because they had nowhere else to go? Nonsense. If you don’t let people fend for themselves, they’ll never learn, and the rest of us will end up maintaining a pile of entitled sloths. A few may die here and there? Of course. Some of them nice people? Sure, but how else are we supposed to sort the wheat from the chaff?’

Clare couldn’t repress a slight wince. A steadfast Republican she may be, but her views were not as Darwinian as Wallis’.

‘Don’t give me that look, dear,’ the duchess said. ‘You know what I mean. I had to fend for myself and I know you did too. We dug ourselves out of the gutter without waiting for anyone’s help, and look at us now!’

That’s a little rich, coming from a woman who married a millionaire and then left him for an HRH, Clare thought.

‘It wouldn’t surprise me if that Hopkins man turned out to be a hush-hush communist,’ the duchess said.

Clare nodded. ‘Funny that you should mention it. The issue came up just last year, when Hopkins –’

Wallis raised a finger, stood up and went to the telephone on one of the side tables. Clare saw her dial for reception.

Was she going to order her turn-down service? And then politely ask Clare to leave? Had she lost her one shot at the greatest interview of the century? Clare wondered if Scheherazade’s heart pounded as fast as hers each time the sultan yawned.

‘Same bottle again,’ Wallis growled into the receiver. ‘What d’you mean for who? I want it in ten minutes.’

And she slammed the telephone down. She went back to the sofa and drank the last from her coupe in one gulp.

Clare could not believe her good luck. Had that really just happened, or had Wallis perhaps ordered that bottle for herself?

‘Let’s – let’s put the next bottle on my—’

‘Don’t be silly, darling. So, how did Dorothy meet that cad Hopkins?’

Clare took a deep breath. She could take things easier, but just for the next few minutes. Wallis would not kick her out before the second bottle arrived.

‘Well, it was after our big falling out.’

‘Oh?’

‘Dorothy never forgave me for not casting her for The Women.’

‘Ah, yes. That must have been one hell of a row!’

‘It was. She had assumed I’d give her a part, of course. It was a forty-four strong, all-female cast, so she thought there must be something in there for her.’

‘Except you told her to beat it?’

Clare laughed nervously. ‘Of course I did, dear. I had seen how abysmal she was. I felt so guilty, but even Henry told me I shouldn’t cast her. He said I had given her a chance before, and she’d blown it. And with The Women it felt different, you know? Even as I was writing it, I knew it had a spark I hadn’t seen in any of my work before. I consider myself a good friend, but I have to look after my own babies too.’

She let out a brief sigh. ‘I only wish she hadn’t been so persistent. One day she came down to beg. She said any part would do, any; that she understood my concerns, but that she would hire an instructor at her own expense. And I told her, Honey, the best instructor in the world would have better chances trying to milk a peacock.’

Wallis chuckled and made to have a drink, only to be reminded that her glass was empty.

‘Of course we grew apart after that,’ Clare said. ‘Even if I hadn’t been quite so frank, she would have been resentful, and I couldn’t blame her. The play did very well and the offers began to rain on me, but I couldn’t talk about any of that when I met with her. How could I tell her I was really excited because Joan Crawford and Paulette Goddard had loved the script? How could I tell her I’d had an amazing day being shown around the offices of MGM? The same studio that kicked her out just a couple of years before! It made me angry, to be honest: having to apologise for my greatest achievement so far. I asked Dorothy out every now and then, but our last few lunches were more uncomfortable than walking around the hilly side of Central Park with an infected bunion.’

Wallis smirked. ‘I had a few of those in Balmoral. Did things spiral down for her from there? All the money gone and no gigs?’

Clare tilted her head. ‘Not at all, surprisingly. In fact, we may not have met for drinks and private chats, but suddenly I saw her everywhere. She was at all the parties and all the premieres, dressed to kill and quaffing martinis like there was no tomorrow. She could hold her liquor like a sailor. And I never knew how she did it, but she always had a new Chanel gown or a new Daché hat or a new set of pearls.’

Wallis half closed an eye. ‘A man?’

‘We all thought so for a while,’ Clare said, ‘and for a few months everyone in Manhattan was speculating who it might be, but we could never pinpoint the fellow. Ione Robinson told Noguchi she was convinced it was … Bernard Baruch.’

Clare choked on the name. She would not have mentioned him at all had the man’s name not been so present in her thoughts.

Wallis had raised her chin, though, like a bloodhound that had just caught a scent.

‘Baruch? The millionaire Jew? That made a fortune in the stock exchange and then mysteriously sold everything for gold right before Black Friday?’

Clare wanted to punch herself. Of course Wallis would want to know more about America’s most prominent Jew if she and the duke were aligned with the Nazi party.

Her mind shifted then. That might be a precious chance to gage Wallis’s true allegiances.

‘The Lone Wolf of Wall Street, yes,’ Clare said with a smile. ‘Can I tell you a dark tale about him?’

Wallis at once leaned forwards. ‘Sure. You’re bound to have some dirt on him. I heard you two were very good friends.’

Clare knew perfectly well what ‘very good friends’ implied, but she was happy to let it go. Even happier to dish out as much as she could about that despicable monster.

‘His father was a member of the Ku Klux Klan. Part of the “second wave” in the 20s. They managed to gather even more members than just after the Civil War.’

Wallis nodded, somewhat impatient. It was clear she already knew – which was quite telling in itself. She had clearly investigated the man herself.

‘What do you know about his dealings with the Mafia?’ Wallis asked.

Clare raised her brows. ‘The Italian Mafia, you mean?’

‘Yes. I heard from very good sources that during Prohibition he wouldn’t scruple to make deals with them whenever it suited him. And not only to get a drink.’ She leaned closer to whisper, ‘Laundering money, passing information and … disposing of rivals.’

Clare’s heart went cold, and again she pictured Henry slowly sinking into the waters of the Hudson River. Her face must have distorted with shock.

‘Didn’t you know that, dear?’ Wallis asked.

Clare’s mouth was dry. She took a quick sip, which was painful to swallow.

‘Only … by inference.’

‘I’m surprised,’ Wallis admitted.

‘Your sources must be better than mine, obviously,’ Clare said, still stunned. Part of her wanted to know more, but also what difference would it make now? Adding more colour to Baruch’s methods would only frighten her silly.

Luckily, Wallis made a dismissive wave. ‘Never mind, dear. You were saying that Bernie Baruch was … funding Dorothy?’

Clare needed another sip to regain control.

‘Well, Dorothy did have a short affair with him, just like …’ Me, Clare very nearly said. ‘… just like many other tragic girls in New York in the thirties, but Baruch hopped from flower to flower like a damned bumblebee. Lured them first … made them feel like they were the most special creatures in the world … then took off.’ She had to clear her throat, her own bitter memories coming a little too close to the surface. ‘But I know for sure he wasn’t paying her rent.’

‘Really? How?’

‘I’ll tell you in a moment,’ Clare said, and the strategic game of volunteering just enough information brought her brains back to the story. ‘Suffice it to say that they had a very brief affair, that it ended and that he and Dorothy remained friends.’

‘She was good at that, wasn’t she?’ Wallis said. ‘Sleeping with men and then keeping the friendships without a grudge.’

‘Not sure that’s an enviable talent,’ Clare said, ‘but yes, you might say so.’

‘And if you’re sure Baruch wasn’t maintaining her – then who?’

Clare shook her head. ‘That’s still a mystery to me. I even thought that Garner’s book on fresco painting might have been selling like hotcakes and Dorothy was keeping it quiet. I asked one of Henry’s assistants to check with the publisher: it turned out it only had one print run, and most of the copies were sold to libraries, half price. A real shame. It was a charming little book. A very specialised topic, I suppose.

‘And then, in came Hopkins. Thanks to Ione Robinson.’

‘My, that woman knew everyone!’

‘Absolutely. She introduced Bernie Baruch, and maybe Dorothy as well, to Hopkins. I’m not sure exactly when – as I said, Dorothy and I had grown apart by then – but all the connections were there. It could have been at any party in the first months of ’38. Back then Ione and Noguchi were partying with Dorothy almost every night – they drank so many martinis that the Noilly Prat cellars must have doubled shifts that year just to keep up with the demand.

‘And then, one day in the spring, Dorothy rang me for coffee, entirely out of the blue, and told me she had just met the love of her life. When she said the name, I was so surprised I – well, I don’t want to get scatological …’

‘Had you met him before? In person, I mean.’

‘Oh, yes, sometimes at the same dinner parties Dorothy had attended, but I never saw them talking, not even at the same side of the room. And yet, suddenly, they were an item.’

Her voice dropped almost a full octave on the last word.

‘What is it?’ Wallis asked, and Clare twisted her lips.

‘There was something sinister there, dear. From the very start.’

‘Sinister? How?’

Clare stared at the ceiling. ‘I don’t know. I never quite managed to pin it down, but … He looked like a lanky dry mummy, with wispy brittle hair and the face of a famished macaque.’ Clare shook her head with some remorse. ‘I shouldn’t be saying that, though. Only a short while ago Henry heard that Hopkins has been struggling with stomach cancer for the past five years. I read a bit more about the condition: his body can’t absorb nutrients, and it’s not treatable. The man is very slowly starving to death.’

‘Jesus …’

‘He already looked emaciated when he met Dorothy, and his age didn’t help. He was nearing fifty. Dorothy was thirty-three. I only saw them together a few times, and when they stood side by side they looked like a dove and a vulture.’

Wallis squinted. ‘And it wasn’t only his looks that bothered you, right? Was he in any murky affairs too? Like Dorothy’s first husband?’

Clare shook her head. ‘If he was, I didn’t know. I only knew how close he was to President Roosevelt and his wife.’

‘He still is his closest advisor, isn’t he?’ Wallis asked, her eyes rather keen.

‘Oh, yes. Roosevelt doesn’t lift a finger without Hopkins’s advice. He has spent so many nights at the White House it wouldn’t surprise me if he moved there very soon. But no, it wasn’t his politics or his connections that bothered me. It was something more … personal.’

‘Personal?’

‘Yes. There’s this aura around him. Sinister, as I said. I can’t think of any other word to describe him. And whenever I saw him with Dorothy it looked as if they were both trying too hard. Like a naughty child forcing a kitty to drink milk from a saucer. Only they were both doing it to themselves.

‘He’d say something mildly interesting about public spending and Dorothy would listen without blinking, even though it was clear she was bored to death. Then she’d tell a funny anecdote from her days with Fred Astaire and Hopkins would burst in laughter, even if it appeared he’d been drifting until the punchline. I assumed that Dorothy was clinging to her last chance of securing a wealthy husband. And he … well, everyone knows that he likes his glamorous girls. After his second wife died, people spotted him with the likes of Carole Lombard – who married Clark Gable last year, if you remember – and Paulette Goddard too.’

‘Really? The macaque?’

‘Yes, dear, but rich, powerful and Roosevelt’s clear favourite.’

‘Did he give her good presents, at least?’ Wallis asked, the bejewelled crucifixes on her wrist glinting under the chandeliers.

‘Oh, yes. A string of pearls and, erm … some very expensive furs.’

Clare instantly regretted mentioning them. That stole Dorothy had bequeathed her … Clare still felt guilty about it.

To her dismay, a wide smile spread across Wallis’s face. ‘Furs?’ she said. ‘Lucky girl! What kind? Any designer I might know?’

Clare shook her head. ‘Possibly, but it doesn’t really matter, dear. Dorothy was really aiming high, and I’m not talking expensive gifts. No, no, no. It was around that time that Hopkins had his eyes set on the presidency.’

‘Really?’

‘Indeed. Didn’t you –? Well, you would have been quite busy here in Europe at the time.’ Derailing monarchies, Clare nearly said. ‘But yes. He was a very serious candidate for a while, and I know that Roosevelt himself really liked the idea of Hopkins as his successor.’

‘How do you know?’

Clare waved a hand, as if the following were a mere trifle. ‘Henry had it from his contacts at the White House. They told him they overheard Roosevelt and Hopkins discussing the matter more than once. Delano didn’t want to run for a third term.’

‘I didn’t know that was legal until he announced he was going for it,’ said the duchess, and Clare was mildly amused by her ignorance.

‘Ah, yes. The two-term limit has just been a tradition since George Washington refused to run again in 1796. It might become law one day, but not yet.’

‘Do you think Hopkins would have had a real chance?’

‘I think so, yes,’ Clare said. ‘Roosevelt would have endorsed him, of course, and Hopkins himself was still very popular because of his New Deal policies.’

Wallis let out a derisive pfft. ‘Of course! Hand out free money and the ignorant plebs will love you forever. And I guess a dazzling wife like Dorothy would have helped him in his campaigns? Make him look a little more human and less like the walking corpse you just described?’

‘Exactly. Dorothy and I never discussed whether the presidency might be just at arm’s length, but we both knew, and it was evident that she was very excited by the prospect. All of a sudden, she and I were going out again – laughing again. At last, she seemed truly excited about something. It was a joy to witness, however briefly.’

Clare let the words linger in the air for a moment. A melancholic prelude to the final act of the story.

‘What went wrong?’ Wallis asked.

‘Oh, everything,’ Clare said. ‘Hopkins never even ran for president. Some people say it was just his health, and then the prospect of war. Both very sensible reasons.’

Wallis gave a cheeky smile. ‘But you think otherwise?’

Clare wished she could smile too. She was now nearing the most personally embarrassing detail of her tale: the one confession that might buy Wallis’s trust and sympathy so she agreed to open up about the Führer and her lover Ribbentrop.

But it was a dear price to pay, and even before she spoke, Clare felt her cheeks burn with shame. She let them, and she also let her voice tremble. Let Wallis Simpson see her sincere remorse in full.

‘It all went down like the Hindenburg, dear. Even worse than Gardner’s fall off that cliff. And I … I think it was all my fault.’
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Cartas que no envié

Panzón,

I tried and tried to draw Dorothy’s face, but she was so pretty that none of my pinches garabatos did her justice. I asked Nicky to develop a smaller version of the photo for me, inverted, so that it works with my composition, and I’ll use that to trace the main features.

The building is almost done, with space left empty for the large window. The one I’ll fill with the view of Central Park as soon as Nicky can arrange our visit to Dorothy’s old apartment.

But I still don’t know what carajos I might paint around the building. Only filling it with clouds seems really mierdón and empty, like I told you in my last letter.

I went out for a walk to see if I could think of something. Not down Dorothy’s street but just along these ugly New York gorges. Narrow streets, ice cold, surrounded by those tall chunks of concrete and steel. I yearned for my dear Coyoacán, the ultramarine blue of the sky, the warm breeze in the evenings, and lounging in my gardens: bathing in the sun while watching the little lizards doing the same on the trunks of the trees.

If I get desperate and decide to jump as well, I’ll probably see my dear gardens flashing in front of my eyes. I’ll see your frog eyes, and your fat and tender hands caressing the scar I have on my mount of Venus. I’ll see my dear papá cleaning the lens of his camera with mineral spirit. I’ll see the bus right before the tranvía hit us. I’ll see that torrent of blood after my very first miscarriage, and the memories of all the others will intertwine in my mind.

What would Dorothy have seen?

Herself dancing with Fred Astaire? Herself falling down those steel stairs? Herself squeezed into that cast she had to wear for months? A brief image of her failed marriage with that Gaillard Thomas, the stockbroker? Maybe her face in one of her movies? Do you think she saw the face of Gardner, the love of her life? Or perhaps she saw him up a scaffold, painting one of his frescoes, like I see you all the time in my dreams? Or maybe she thought of one of their evenings together, dancing alone in his apartment, like Noguchi told me they loved to do.

Then I thought the sky on my painting could be filled with all those things, what she saw in her mind, everything floating in between the clouds, like all the things I painted floating in the water of my bathtub.

I laughed at myself. A painting like that could take me months. And I would have to paint too many faces – the bitch Clare, Fred Astaire, Gardner, Noguchi (only to keep him happy) and of course that bastard Harry Hopkins.

Which reminded me that I had no idea what the cabrón looked like, so I went to the hemeroteca, to see if I could find photos of him in the old newspapers. And I did. He is in the papers all the time.

Ay, Dieguito, if you’re my ‘toad-frog’, that cabrón was Dorothy’s ‘bat-mouse’.

He was on the cover of Time magazine this year. As ugly as an axolote. And more recently he was in several papers at the same time. He was running for Secretary of Commerce or something like that, and he had to attend some hearings and answer a lot of questions to make sure he was ready for the job.

You will never believe this, panzón!

In those interviews it was leaked that the ratita Hopkins, in his twenties, was a registered member of the gringos’ Socialist party, and that he campaigned for their candidate for mayor of New York!

He denied it all, of course, until they showed him the documents with his name and signature. Apparently, he only shrugged and said he had been young and idealist and quite pendejo.

I read a lot about him. I wish Noguchi, Nicky or Levy had told me more. Hopkins was really popular with the people after implementing that New Deal policy. Do you remember when you were painting the Ford murals in Detroit, and some days you had to sit for ten or twelve hours on those wooden scaffolds? Well, Hopkins’s ‘deal’ was as red as your fat nalgas back then. He spent most of this year fighting to keep the budgets for his programme, and he used government money to buy surplus clothes just to keep the factories open. The New York Times said they gave clothes to almost a million homeless. And he is very good friends with Eleanor Roosevelt. You know she is always working on those welfare programmes of hers.

Can you believe that, Dieguito? A Red deep inside the chingada White House! With the first lady and maybe even that vejete Roosevelt in his pocket! What a joke.

I wonder if Dorothy knew about any of that. I don’t know if she would have been interested in his politiquerías. Maybe, like all the alzadas gringas here, she was just happy being the trophy wife of a gran caca. I wish had Noguchi told me more. Every time I mention Dorothy he gets all nervous. Everyone does. They all say what a tragedy it was that she died, but then no one wants to tell me anything about her.

En fin.

Maybe just clouds in the background is not such a bad idea, if I paint them nicely. I’ll ask Nicky to take me to the ‘Met’ again. I remember I saw there a lovely painting by El Greco. It was a landscape of Toledo, and the clouds were amazing: dark and stormy, but with his chiaroscuros all over, as if the clouds were glowing from inside, charged with lightning.
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‘I asked Dorothy twice if Hopkins had proposed already,’ Clare said, ‘but she dodged the question. Not very elegantly, I should say.’

‘Oh, dear. Was he getting cold feet?’

‘Clearly, but back then I didn’t think so. None of us did, especially when she moved to Hampshire House in the summer.’

‘Hampshire House!’ Wallis echoed. ‘Just across the road from Central Park? Wow.’

‘I know. Prime spot and prime rents too. She only leased a tiny studio, of course, but who needs a large place when you’re in the beating heart of New York, and your building has its own bar and restaurant, and the concierge can deliver anything to your door from breakfast to turn-down service?’

‘Was Hopkins paying for that?’

Clare showed a wry smile. ‘Turned out he wasn’t, but I only found out much later, after she died. Dorothy was burning through her savings like kindling, keeping that place and entertaining almost every night.’

‘In a tiny studio?’

‘She did have enough room to throw cosy parties. And the fact that only a select few could attend made them all the more exclusive, especially when the whispers of a White House wedding were in the air. Everybody wanted a piece of her: Bernie Baruch; Prince del Drago; the Morgan Hamiltons, so high in the military circles; many White House officials; Ione Robinson and all her so-called influential friends … And yet, Hopkins didn’t pop the question. The months passed, and nothing.

‘It wasn’t until June, less than four months before she died, that Dorothy telephoned me to have drinks at her place. I was really busy with the corrections of Kiss the Boys Goodbye, but she was quite insistent. And there was something odd in her voice: she couldn’t quite thread the words together, like she was someplace else. My office was stifling, so I thought some fresh air would do me good.

‘When I got there, I found her retouching her makeup in her full-length mirror. I remember she was dressed like the spring: a flowery fitted dress and a lovely little hat – woven rattan trimmed with silk and velvet violets. Perfect for her eyes. And by the window, in the summer afternoon with Central Park at her feet, she was a vision.

‘She said she was going out after our drink, but she didn’t tell me where or with whom, like she usually did. She only asked me to have a seat while she shook the martinis. Hers were the best, but we’d barely had a sip or two when she dropped her glass and burst in tears.

‘It was all about Hopkins – my Harry, as she already called him. She thought he was drifting away and she couldn’t tell why.’

Wallis frowned. ‘But you said she didn’t look madly in love with him.’

‘She didn’t, and her face shocked me. The way her hands and lips trembled, how painful it was for her to swallow, her brows contorted … and the fact that she had looked so pretty only a few minutes before made me feel all the worse for her.

‘She said that Hopkins had left more than a fortnight ago, God knows where. He only told her that it was some government business. He hadn’t called or wired, and she didn’t know how to reach him.’

‘No wonder she was in a state,’ Wallis said. ‘Left to pay for her own vodka …’

Clare shook her head. ‘It was worse than that. I had seen her worry about her finances before, especially when Gardner died. Even back then, on the days right after he plunged to his death, she didn’t look quite so out of control.’

The duchess raised her chin, looking once more like a bloodhound, but said nothing.

‘She didn’t know where Hopkins had gone,’ Clare carried on, and then smiled. ‘But I did.’

‘Did you?’

‘Yes. Henry was preparing a feature on Hopkins for Time.

He still does some of the research himself, if he’s particularly interested in an article. By then there were more and more whispers about Hopkins being a likely candidate for the presidency, so he was a very interesting topic.

‘Henry found out where Hopkins was, but he had it in the strictest confidence from one of his contacts in the West Wing, on the condition that he could not tell a soul, let alone write about it.’

Wallis leaned forwards. ‘Can you tell me?’

Clare had to repress a triumphant grin. Finally, she had the duchess in her hands.

‘I can now.

‘It turned out that Hopkins was on the West Coast, and with much more pressing things on his mind than choosing engagement rings.

‘You see, Herr Hitler …’ She paused, just to see what the mention of the name did to the duchess’s countenance. Nothing. She simply blinked, hanging on Clare’s words. ‘Herr Hitler was becoming a greater worry by the minute. He had just annexed Austria and there were whispers that he was about to make’ – Clare searched very carefully for the right words, especially now that Wallis’s true feelings about the Nazis were a little clearer – ‘he was about to make radical announcements at the next Nuremberg rally.’

‘I see,’ the duchess said with a very little nod, again conveying no emotion or tension. Clare felt a little more at ease.

‘Hopkins and Roosevelt were already thinking that America might have to supply war planes to England at France at some point. Those two – they always seem to be three steps ahead of everyone. So Hopkins went off to the West Coast to have a look at the assembly lines – to assess the capacity and see how they could increase production if needed.

‘And of course the whole thing had to be top secret. That was crucial. Roosevelt’s fellow Democrats were already saying that America should not have to pay a dime to support another European war, especially not just as we were coming out of the Depression. Roosevelt started to expand production on the quiet before even asking authorisation from Congress. The planes wouldn’t have been ready otherwise. It is all in the open now, though: everybody knows that Roosevelt keeps finding legal ways around the Neutrality Acts to send P-40 fighters to Europe. But if someone had made it public back then, Congress would have blocked the funds and those planes wouldn’t even exist today.’

Wallis was caressing the rim of her empty glass, enraptured. ‘Did you tell Dorothy any of that? Even if it was meant to be top secret?’

‘Of course I did. She thought that Hopkins had gone off with some random floosy. But I also told her how important it was that she keep it to herself. Which she did.’

The duchess gave her a side smile. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Delano’s whole scheme remained secret. That’s all the proof I need.’

Wallis might have needed more assurance, because her smile didn’t fade. Still, she shrugged. ‘Was she relieved, at least?’

‘A little. She was still worried that Hopkins hadn’t proposed, and rightly so. Engagements are like soufflés: you have to plate up while things are still risen. So I told her I’d set out to help her.

‘Henry, as I told you, was preparing this feature on Hopkins. And even though he had sworn on his life to keep his location secret, there was nothing wrong in sending one of his best correspondents there to stumble upon the man.’

‘How clever.’

‘Thanks, dear. That was my idea. I knew that Hopkins would be mortified he’d been spotted by the press. Our reporter could then ask him for an interview in exchange for keeping his whereabouts secret. Hopkins would have to agree.

‘You sly thing!’

‘And that was not my only idea. I instructed our man, personally, to ask Hopkins about his engagement with Dorothy.’

‘Weren’t you worried you might put him off?’

‘A little, to be honest, but the clock was ticking for Dorothy. She was already thirty-three! If Hopkins wasn’t serious, it would be best if she knew and moved on swiftly.’

‘I take it the plan worked?’

‘Yes. It was a long interview, over brandies in his hotel suite. Hopkins still believes that capitalism can be stronger if it has a socialistic appendix – to him that means that the government must permanently employ the unemployable – but he’s like Señor Rivera in that respect: their socialism doesn’t apply to their own lodgings or their wines and cars.’

Wallis leaned forwards, a twitch of impatience in her eye. ‘What did he say about Dorothy?’

For dramatic effect, Clare took a moment to reply. ‘I told our man to leave those questions to the end, so he’d catch Hopkins off guard, after he’d been bamboozled with intricate questions about national deficit and WPA budgets. The very last question was whether he was … engaged.’

Another pause.

‘And?’ Wallis pressed. ‘What did he say?’

Clare looked down and spoke in a lower tone, mimicking Hopkins’s brooding Illinois accent.

‘It’s nobody’s goddamned business.’

‘Was that his answer?’

‘Yes. And our correspondent said that Hopkins turned – in his own words – as white as an Arian ghost when he heard the question.’

‘Did you publish that?’

‘Of course. It was a juicy story. And it brought some humanity to his character. If he was indeed Roosevelt’s favourite to succeed him, and my Henry had very good reasons to believe so, it wouldn’t hurt us to raise his profile, have him owe us a few favours even before he got the nomination.

‘We painted a very good picture of him; talked about his political maturity, how that year’s national election would be his fourth as an insider, how he’d had time to learn a lot at the feet of Roosevelt. We put him on the cover, to make sure that he and Roosevelt read the article. And I also took the chance to include a few lines in Dorothy’s favour, to make her look like a better catch than she really was.’

‘Isn’t that a little harsh?’

Clare shook her head. ‘Since when is it harsh to tell the truth? She was a penniless, failed actress in her thirties. But we didn’t mention any of that.

‘I penned that paragraph myself. We called her beauteous, a glamour girl and a legend. We mentioned she was interested in sculpture and the arts, that she was a serious theatre actress, that her late husband had been a celebrated muralist … Never have I recommended anyone so fulsomely in such few lines.’

‘Did it work?’

Clare sighed, the familiar guilt once more burning in her chest. She leaned back and downed the rest of the champagne in one go.

‘It very swiftly, very decisively, killed off all our hopes. For the engagement … and for the presidency.’
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Cartas que no envié

Ay ay ay, Dieguito,

I still can’t get Dorothy’s face right! Not even if I trace her on the canvas. Nicky brought me three little photos and I’ve already ruined two with the carbon paper and my pencil. I measured, traced, wiped off with turpentine and traced again, but that damned splodge still doesn’t look like her.

Some faces escape me, you know that. Usually when I don’t know them very well.

Yours I can paint from memory. I know it down to the last fold and bulge and stain and disproportion. And everyone knows that you look like a grotesque baby. Everyone can recognise your eyes, bulging like two soft-boiled eggs being pushed through the buttonholes of a baggy leather jacket.

And I know my own face better. Not because I see myself every day, but because I know what’s under the pellejo and the flesh. I know where it’s hard and where it’s puffy. I know what twitches and what aches. I know what I want to paint correctly and what I want to disguise or exaggerate.

But Dorothy … She was just perfect. What can you paint when all you have to work with is smooth, spotless and symmetrical? The more bruised the apple, the more memorable the skin.

I thought I might look for other photos of her and use them as references, but that confused me even more. Not only her looks but also her character. She was a real camaleón, Dieguito: an angel here, a femme fatale there, a melancholic virgin or a teasing bimbo ready to ‘hit the sack’. Just when I thought she couldn’t be more confusing I found another photo of her on the front page of the Detroit News. (Of course I didn’t go there; you know how much I hated that puta cloaca del quinto infierno. No. My dear doctorcito Eloesser sent it to me by post. I told him about the commission in a letter, so he sent me an old copy someone left in his waiting room or something.)

I unfolded it and … ay, Dieguito, I promise you, I jumped. Dorothy, like I said, was on the front page: a big picture, close up and looking straight into the lens. And she looked angry. Her eyes were piercing, like she was telling the photographer Take the damn photo now or I’ll crush your cojones with a nutcracker! If she hadn’t been wearing all that makeup and pearls, I could swear it was a mugshot from some jail. Still beautiful of course, but aggressive and almost wild. I hadn’t seen that side of her in any other photo.

I displayed all the newspaper cuttings and pictures around my canvas, and I lit a few cigarritos and stared at them for hours, trying to figure out what I’m doing wrong.

It was then, Diego, when it was already getting dark, that I had a curious thought.

Dorothy was on the front page in Detroit. The front page. Of course. Her death was a tragedy. People are still talking about her now. So being on the front page is the natural thing, especially because there was no other shocking news that day.

But here in New York, where the whole thing happened, where you would expect the newspapers to go crazy with a gossip as juicy as that … not a single front page. The New York Times had Rosamond Pinchot on the front page just this January. But Dorothy? Page thirty-four! And most of the space on that page is for an advertisement of some Broadstreet’s Oxford shirts.

I wonder, panzón, if her lover Hopkins had anything to do with it. With the president in his pocket and all that, he could have asked people to do him a favour and hide the news in the back pages. I wonder if he did that.

I wonder if that perra Clare had anything to do with that too. Her husband knows everyone in all the newspapers.

I wonder why they did it.
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‘Everything backfired, dear. Everything. The one thing we achieved with the article was confirming that Hopkins was positioning himself to succeed Roosevelt, and you know it never pays to uncover a candidacy too early. Some other Democrats, with their own ambitions, began attacking him publicly. They called him Lenin’s child, and an Iowan combination of Machiavelli, Sevengali and Rasputin. Some of the White House staff started whispering about his character and how he seemed to play Roosevelt like a fiddle. It turned out I wasn’t the only one who found him sinister.

‘And the photo they picked for the cover! Oh, my Lord! It was Hopkins leaning forwards and lighting up a cigarette – perhaps our photographer’s best attempt to make him look casual. But he looked grumpy and pouty and gaunt. And the way he cradled the cigarette and the match with his hands – the macaque trying to crack open a coconut. They tried to colour it up to disguise how pallid he really looked, but there is only so much magenta you can add to the presses.’

‘Didn’t you supervise that?’ Wallis asked, and Clare couldn’t repress a snort.

‘Henry asked me to have a look, and I remember I said, No, dear, I’m sure your people can handle their hundredth cover.’

The duchess made a tut-tut.

‘And people also attacked Dorothy,’ Clare went on. ‘That wasn’t in the press but at the cocktail parties and the beauty parlours.’

‘God. Where the real guillotines usually are.’

‘True! People talked of how Dorothy wouldn’t have been suitable as a first lady. Her days as a Ziegfeld showgirl came back to haunt her, and also her dalliances with Noguchi and Fred Astaire and Bernie Baruch. On top of that, a glamour girl like Dorothy, famous for wearing the best furs and perfumes and living in one of the most exclusive addresses in New York … married to a New Dealer!

‘It was painful to see. People smiling at her parties and downing her cocktails, only to turn their backs on her and start whispering at her very apartment. And she wasn’t stupid. She knew what was going on, but she would put on a smile and offer to top up their glasses, even if she knew it was all over.’

‘Did she? No hope left?’

Clare said nothing. She only sighed long and deeply, looking down. She was expecting Wallis to say something in the lines of Oh, my dear! Instead …

‘Oh, darling, no wonder you feel like a leech. In one swift move, you killed their romance stone dead and ended his hopes for the presidency!’ Clare’s chest swelled with indignation, but for once the duchess showed some regret. ‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to be that blunt.’

Clare sneered. ‘It isn’t harsh to tell the truth. I just said so myself.’

‘So … Hopkins broke the engagement?’

‘There never was an engagement. He could have simply scuttled away without a blemish to his honour, but at least he had the courage to end things properly. He took her out one last time. They went for cocktails, then the theatre, then lobster Thermidor … at Delmonico’s.’

Clare felt a shiver, recalling that was the same restaurant Baruch had chosen to deliver his threats. Whether by coincidence or by design, she didn’t know, but perhaps they and Dorothy had sat at the very same table. Clare concealed her discomfort as best she could.

‘My friend Margaret Case was there. She said Dorothy was wearing a silver satin gown, with a cowl neckline and an open back. No chains or pendants; her neck was beautiful on its own. But she did have tiny pearls pinned to her hair.

‘They must have been quite a sight – the tall, successful politician, adored by millions of Americans, breaking bread and sipping champagne with his angelic muse. The best blessings of life coming together at last.’

Clare paused and made the slightest squint.

‘Margaret noticed something. She’s very good at that. Chief editor of Vogue, no less. She told me that Dorothy came in with her chin a little too high, with a slight frown and clasping her purse against her hip as if she were trying to contain a haemorrhage. Her hands were the smoothest, but that evening her veins were popping out, even when she held her cutlery.

‘And Hopkins … well, he kept rubbing his hands on his trousers. Dorothy couldn’t have seen it from her angle, but Margaret did. And he tried to smile a few times, but Dorothy didn’t seem to respond. Not once.

‘Then, after the cheese course, Hopkins snapped his fingers and one of the waiters brought over the most expensive-looking box: long and white, and with a thick black muslin ribbon. Margaret said it almost looked like a child’s coffin.’

Clare made a pause. The duchess had never looked as intrigued as she did now.

‘What was it?’ she asked, and Clare decided to tease her a little. ‘There must have been some secret understanding between them,’ she said, ‘because Dorothy went ashen as soon as she saw it. Everyone looked at them, or course, and began whispering.’

Wallis leaned a little closer. ‘What was it? A present? From the box it sounds like a Chanel box, or a Bergdorf. Was it?’

Clare’s heart skipped a beat. She still had that box, with the designer’s name, Michael Adamec, embossed on it in golden letters. Dorothy’s solicitor had given it to Clare, still tied with the same black ribbon.

‘The waiter had to open it for her,’ Clare said. ‘That’s how upset she was, and he did so at an angle for everyone to see – the most exquisite Siberian fur. Sable. Dark grey. The kind of thing only a top politician like Hopkins could afford.’

Wallis smiled. ‘My! Which designer? Anyone that might tempt me?’

Clare did not want to talk more about that stole. Dorothy’s last fur, handed to her in a coffin with a black bow. Eerily fitting. She’d only worn it once, when she met that dastardly Señora Rivera; then never again.

She waved dismissively. ‘The man went out of business only a few months later. But what really shocked Margaret was Dorothy’s reaction. She tried to describe Dorothy’s face to me, but she couldn’t find the right words, Vogue editor that she is! She said that Dorothy looked angry, shocked and terrified. All at once.’ Clare shut her eyes, making a faint nod. ‘Oh, but I can picture her. I can see her brow, just as distorted as the day I saw her in her apartment, before I ruined it all for her. For them both. She must have looked the same, only without tears … forcing herself to swallow all the weeping and the rage. And it was then that Hopkins got closer to whisper what he had to say.’ Claire gave a wry smile, recalling her own disastrous meeting at Delmonico’s. ‘The scoundrel. Of course he decided to deliver the blow like that – right in the open, surrounded by a hundred people, so that Dorothy couldn’t weep or make a scene.’

Clare noticed she was making a tight fist, recalling Baruch’s marauding smile.

‘Poor thing,’ she said, both for Dorothy and herself. ‘I never told her, but later on I learned that Hopkins gave the same Siberian furs to all his women, and that he didn’t always pay. The merchant even went to the White House a couple of times to demand his money. Scoundrel on all fronts, that damned Hopkins. But I digress.

‘Dorothy exploded. I mean exploded. Margaret told me that she hissed something at Hopkins, but she didn’t catch her words. The maître d’, a friend of Margaret’s, later told her that three people at the nearby tables heard three completely different things.

‘Dorothy threw the fur at him and tried to stand up, but he grabbed her by the wrist and rose just enough to whisper something to her. That nobody heard, but they all agreed she turned even whiter, and she sat again.

‘Everyone was staring at them by that point, of course. I cringe just to think of it: the dense air, the nervous whispers, the scrape of the odd fork on a plate, the waiters standing nearby pouring wine as slowly as they could … Nothing is louder than a pair of ears striving to hear.

‘And in the middle of all that, Dorothy and Hopkins were hissing at each other. Every now and then, a shrill would come out. She tried to pull away again, but he kept a grip on her wrist. His eyes were bulging and quivering as if he were about to cry.

‘Dorothy laughed then and leaned closer to him and whispered something right into his ear. God only knows what it was, because he loosened his grip and at last she managed to stand up.

‘She was going to storm out, but Hopkins eyed the fur. He said, Take it, loud enough for everyone to hear. Dorothy froze for a moment, despite the dozens of eyes on her … and, God, she really must have been desperate for money, because she did grab the fur, put it back in the box and left.’

Clare leaned back, somehow drained after recounting the scene. Wallis’s thin lips were slightly parted.

‘What did he do?’

Clare chuckled. ‘He just sat there, frozen at the table and looking as white as a sheep. Margaret said that he didn’t seem to blink or even breathe for a full minute. When he finally remembered he needed air, and he saw how everyone at Delmonico’s was staring at him – diners, busboys, waiters – he shouted some profanities at everyone, threw his napkin on the floor like a little brat and stormed out too.’

Clare took a deep breath. ‘And that was it. The end of the idyll. The end of so many things.’

A long, deep silence followed. The scene clearly had struck some chord with the duchess, because she stayed still, biting her lower lip and looking down slightly.

‘So,’ she muttered at last, ‘was that the end of her too? Did she jump after that?’

Clare sighed and shook her head.

‘Not right after that. There was one last episode. Our very last quarrel, immediately before her farewell party. The one she invited me to. The one I turned down.’

She felt a sudden pressure grow inside her chest.

‘A great many things happened that evening. Strange things. I’ll tell you everything, dear. All the things I’ve never told anyone before.’




III

GRISAILLE
(OR ‘DEAD LAYER’)

Spaces will be left, which you literally cannot fill.
GARDNER HALE, FRESCO PAINTING
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Cartas que no envié

DOROTHY’S FAREWELL PARTY

5:45 – Cocktails in Hampshire House, 150 Central Park, Midtown Manhattan

Isamu

Prince del Drago (???)

Mrs Luke McNamee (sepa la chingada …)

Mrs Brock Pemberton (wife of a gran caca theatre producer)

Margaret Case (Vogue editor)

7:30 – Oscar Wilde play. Fulton Theatre. 210 West 46th Street

(Play still on in the theatre. Waiting to see it.)

??? – Twenty-One Club. 21 West 52nd Street

(Vodkas …)

1:15 AM – That cabrón porter Billy saw her coming home alone

(Typewriter … letters …)

(God knows …)

5:15 AM – Dead

[Schedule written under a pastel sketch of a martini glass, with little sugar skulls for olives.]
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‘What do you think he’s waiting for?’ Clare mumbled, gazing at the stars.

The lights of Paris ascended delicately into the night sky, as if the city itself were surrounded by a soft, golden halo.

‘Who, Madame?’ Olivier asked, overseeing the waiters’ work. They had brought a second bottle of champagne and, to Clare’s surprise, two trays crammed with fruit tartlets and little almond cakes. She’d thought such treats were banned, all sugar going to feed the French troops.

‘Herr Hitler,’ Clare answered, and one of the waiters nearly dropped the silverware. ‘What is he waiting for? Why doesn’t he just … march on so we can all get done with it?’

Olivier made a soft wave of the hand and the two servers hurried out. The maître d’ also looked out the window, his moustache ruffling over tense lips. He regarded the square with a slight tremor in his eyes, as if staring at a frail, delicate lady, knowing that she was about to be defiled.

Sweet, gentle Olivier was of that tragic generation destined to witness, front row, two world wars. He’d been barely nineteen when he’d had to go to the trenches. One evening, after all the other guests had gone to sleep, he had poured Clare and Henry Luce a courtesy cognac and told them all about his war days – the flooded, rat-infested ditches where he’d had to live for months; how his comrades’ feet would rot in the mud; how heads were blown apart if one stood a little too high; how they went to sleep in small hollows on the side of the trench, with rickety wooden ‘roofs’ supported by sandbags; how many men went in for a ‘short nap’, so exhausted they never woke up. Clare had been reduced to tears.

‘One … comment dit-on?’ Olivier said. ‘One piece of advice?’

Clare nodded.

‘Be careful what you wish, Madame. Enjoy the drink and the confiserie. Enjoy being alive and clothed and … bored. Enjoy just having to walk ten steps to the tap to get the water.’

He took a step towards Clare, barely an inch, but his presence felt almost ominous, like a block of ice depleting the air of all its warmth.

‘You will miss the quiet evenings very soon, Madame Luce,’ he muttered. ‘All of us will.’

There was a knowing look in his eyes, a quiver of impending doom, and Clare could not hold his stare. She rushed back to the sofa and reached for the comfort of her little notebook. Only as she leafed through the pages did she realise her mistake: Wallis might not like to see her taking notes of the conversation.

Olivier must have been thinking the same, because he cleared his throat and –

‘Ah, what a lovely spring night!’ Wallis exclaimed as she pushed open the double doors to the sleeping chamber.

Clare shoved the notebook back into her purse and put it on the side table, only she didn’t quite reach and it fell onto the rug.

Olivier picked it up with enviable nonchalance, just as he passed her a full glass of champagne.

Clare took it, drew a discreet deep breath, and only then did she dare look at Wallis.

The duchess had changed into a diaphanous gown of mauve paper silk, embroidered with the most delicate purple flowers. The garment brought out the colour of her eyes and, briefly, under the dim Parisian lights, she looked beautiful.

‘The view is slightly better from the bedroom, though,’ Wallis said, stepping casually towards the window, no hint of having noticed the notebook. If she had, she either didn’t care or was used to disguising all her emotions perfectly.

Olivier passed her a glass, and the woman lounged on the sofa. She made a faint wave, and at once he bowed and made his way out. The second before he shut the door, his dark eyes met Clare’s, warning and slightly chilling.

‘So, there she was,’ Wallis said, spreading the folds of her gown on the equally opulent damask of the sofa, ‘our dear Dorothy – jilted and broke. What next?’

Clare indulged in a long sip, not knowing why Olivier’s words had touched her so deeply. The drink helped. She must wrap her tale up soon and move on to the questions. She was very close now, she thought. Close to the end.

‘Well, what happened next was so … God, I don’t want to say pathetic, but sometimes you have to call things by their name.

‘Most of the upper-class harpies of New York started betting on when Dorothy might move to a cheaper place or slow down her socials. She did neither, but she did start to’ – Clare shook her head – ‘ask for loans.’

‘Oh God, there’s nothing more tragic than that!’

‘I know. That convinced everyone, even me for a little while, that Hopkins had been paying for her bills. And she wasn’t discreet at all. It was awful. We could all picture her just a few years later, on the wrong side of her thirties, up to her neck in debt, swaying at other people’s parties, still clinging to the last vestiges of youth and trying to find herself a rich man or an acting gig.

‘I told you already that around that time I was very busy with Kiss the Boys Goodbye – the play opened on September twenty-eighth, just a month before Dorothy jumped – and we were hosting charity dinners, interviews and wrapping up rehearsals, so I didn’t really notice I hadn’t seen her for weeks until the evening she telephoned me.

‘I was quite stressed, mind. And she sounded so shrill I knew we only had a few minutes before she made me lose my temper.

‘She begged me to lend her some money for rent. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I told her she should move to a more sensible place, but she said she had new things coming. Whether that was true or she was just bluffing, I still have no idea.’ A quick sip. ‘Whatever the case, she asked me to lend her a thousand dollars. Lend her! As if I didn’t know I might as well burn that money on the stove.’

‘Did you agree?’

‘Of course not! And not because of the sum. I could have given her loads more if I’d wanted.’

‘Why not, then?’

Clare bit her lip. A little too hard, perhaps.

‘I thought … I thought she needed a lesson. To come to terms with her reality. She wasn’t the only one asking me for money, dear. I get that all the time. The charities, the terminally ill, the looong-lost relatives … I’m sure you understand what that’s like.’

Wallis smiled. ‘Absolutely.’

‘In hindsight, of course I would have lent her that money! I would have put her up in a cosy apartment in Manhattan, given her half my wardrobe and all the pearls Henry keeps giving me for Christmas.’ Clare sighed, long and painfully. ‘Without hindsight …

‘I agreed to lend her half the money, on the condition that she move elsewhere and find herself a job. It was then that I spoke to … Bernie Baruch.’ Clare now felt her mouth sour each time she uttered that rascal’s name. ‘I asked him to meet up for lunch to see if there was something he could do for her.’

Wallis made a lewd smile. ‘What, exactly, were you expecting him to do for her?’

Clare sighed. The remark did not deserve an answer.

‘It was then that he admitted he had never picked up any of her bills. He said he never did, for any of his girls. Which I knew to be true.’ No need to explain further, Clare thought, bitterly. ‘Baruch also thought Hopkins had, and he was painfully realistic about Dorothy’s situation.

‘He told me plainly that he thought she was too old to start a career. Especially one that might pay for the lifestyle she was used to. He was right, of course. We women are like athletes: we come with an expiration date. If we don’t make it early in life, we never make it at all. I wish it were different, but …’ Another sigh. ‘Never mind. We’re not going to fix that in our lifetimes, are we? Baruch said he would talk to Dorothy, and I thought that was the end of that. That he would make her see reason. But then –’

Clare felt like choking. She’d told the next part of the tale only to a select few – Henry, Noguchi, Nicky Muray – and every time she’d recounted it, the facts came back so vivid and shaming that it was impossible to hide her misery. Had Henry’s life and Ann’s safety not depended on this meeting, she would have never spoken of the matter again.

‘It happened just a few days after I gave her the money,’ she said. ‘I needed a new cocktail dress for the opening night, so I went to Bergdorf Goodman for a fitting. The model I wanted was made-to-order only. I was feeling extravagant enough already, but then this impossibly thin girl pirouetted in, modelling the most gorgeous evening gown. Dyed silk skirts, deep navy at the hem fading to baby blue at the waist, and with an organza overlay that was so fine it flowed like trails of smoke. And it had a gorgeous strapless wrap at the top, as dark as the hem.

‘I asked the saleswoman how much it was. Six hundred dollars, dear.’

‘Oh, God!’

I might as well have bought that instead of that frightful painting from Mrs Rivera, Clare thought.

‘I laughed and said it was too expensive for me, and then –’ Clare shook her head. ‘God, it was like a scene straight out of The Women. The couturière insisted I should have it. She said, Why, your friend Mrs Gardner Hale ordered it only yesterday!’

Wallis’s very manly jaw dropped just as she was biting into one of the little almond cakes, and the crumbs rolled down her silk gown.

‘No, she didn’t!’

‘You can imagine the colour I turned.’ Clare felt her cheeks with the back of her hand. They seemed to be on fire. ‘A few more sips of this and you’ll get a good idea.’

‘So … did she pay it with –?’

‘The money I lent her? That was of course the first thing I thought, but …’ Clare shook her head. ‘You can imagine the names I called her in my head. I thought, This is how she spends the money she said she needed so badly for her apartment! I was tempted to call her and give her a good scolding, but I preferred not to. Anyway, she herself telephoned me a few weeks later. And I … I feel goose bumps every time I think of that conversation.

‘I wasn’t even going to take the call. That’s how mad I was. I asked my maid to tell her I was busy, but I changed my mind when she was just one step from the door. I picked up the telephone and there she was – the old Dorothy, all breezy and happy. So carefree, as if she were just calling for a chitchat like when we were young. It made my guts churn.’

‘And of course she didn’t mention the dress?’

‘No, she didn’t. She …’ Clare shuddered. ‘She told me she was just planning to go on a very long trip. I asked her where, but she only said she wanted to keep it a secret; that I … that I would find out very soon.’

Wallis brought a hand to her mouth, the crucifixes on her bracelet jingling. ‘Oh, Lord …’

Clare resisted the impulse to take a deep breath. She wanted her emotions, her real emotions, to come to the fore and make her voice quake.

‘That was all she said, and that she’d be away for a while, so she was going to give herself a little … farewell party.’

‘God …’

‘Cocktails at her apartment, just for a few of her closest friends. Then dinner, then the theatre if there was time. She sounded so excited when she asked me if I would come …’

A cold wave spread from the back of her neck and onto her chest.

‘I said no, with a hint of a laughter … God.

‘And then I lied. I said I was too busy with my writing, but the truth is I was just too angry to show up and humour her.’

Each word felt like a regurgitation, but Clare forced herself to speak on.

‘Dorothy went quiet for a moment, which didn’t seem that long right then. It’s only when I go through the whole thing in my head that it seems to stretch, longer and longer each time: me holding the receiver, nothing but the soft static of the line. She must have been holding her breath, completely still, because I couldn’t even hear a ruffle or a scratch.

‘And then she said it was fine. Just like that. With a slight … I can only describe it as a little gurgle. And then she giggled. A very soft, almost pathetic giggle. She took some breaths. That I heard clearly. And then she asked me what she should wear to the party. You always know best, she said. And it was then that.’

Clare shut her eyes for a moment, the memories playing in full colour.

‘It was then that I lost my temper. My blood just boiled, and I blurted out poison. I told her, Why don’t you wear that gorgeous Bergdorf dress you bought with the money I gave you for your rent? And then –’

Her throat constricted, almost like a little fist choking her from within.

‘And then I laughed … I cackled like one of Macbeth’s Weird Sisters, picturing the shock on her face. Her hazel eyes popping out of their sockets, thinking, She knows.’

Clare gulped some champagne and fixed her eyes on the glass.

‘I’ve never told this last detail to anyone,’ Clare lied. ‘Not even to Henry or Noguchi. I always tell the same lie: that I told her she should wear her Madame X black velvet. The one I know she did wear that night. Gardner bought it for her after they saw the Portrait of Madame X at the Met. Do you know it? The one by John Singer Sargent that caused all that uproar in the 1880s?’ Wallis shook her head. ‘Long straight skirts, daringly low cleavage, with a fitted waist and jewelled straps. The perfect garment to die in, if you think about it – already in mourning, and a gift from the love of her life.

‘I said, I hope you enjoy your trip, dear, and I hung up.

‘I simply hung up.

‘And then she had her party and …

‘And that call was the last time I ever spoke to her.’
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Cartas que no envié

Dieguito,

I finally got to see Dorothy’s apartment, and it shocked me. What a tiny, tiny cuchitril!

The place is up for rent now, like we expected, so I called Nicky Muray and asked him to arrange a viewing, like we had agreed. He was very happy to do so, and came to pick me up in the afternoon.

We took a ‘cab’ because my leg was hurting so much and the day was so cold I couldn’t even walk the eight blocks there. I sat like a scolded child in the taxi and held Nicky’s hand all the way. I’m not sure what he thought of that. His fingers were very cold and he didn’t squeeze back, not even a little bit, but he didn’t pull away either.

Once there he insisted I not talk, even after I told him I had already spoken to Billy the porter (the boy recognized me and waved at me when we were waiting for the agent). But again Nicki was right. The damned gringo from the letting agency was this mamarracho that looked straight out of the capitalist side of your Man at the Crossroads mural: with a striped grey suit, a gallon of lard on his hair and one of those thin moustaches that look like a tapeworm soaked in black ink.

He immediately thought I was Nicky’s new exotic toy, that he was probably getting me a place where I could entertain him. The cabrón eyed me for a second and twisted his tapeworm as if I smelled like his mother’s armpits. He spoke only to Nicky and ignored me for the rest of the visit, but I thanked him for that. I was free to look around while Nicky listened to the ridiculous boot-licking speech about the concierge, the laundry service, the bell captain and the safety deposit boxes.

Before he showed us the apartment, the gringo took us through the huge lobby with marble floors. Then we took an elevator that was so wide you could have used it to take all your golfas up in one trip. He showed us the bar, which Nicky loved. Everything there was chrome and leather and polished mahogany. They had hundreds of bottles of all the whiskeys and vermouths you could think of, and a rack of champagnes with a menu chained to a bookstand like it was the Bible. The windows on Central Park went from the ceiling to the floor, and even though it was early in the afternoon, all the little marble tables next to them were taken (mostly by skeletal bitches wrapped in furs, smoking and sipping their martinis and their champagnes). I didn’t even glance at the view because I wanted to have my first impression from Dorothy’s apartment.

No wonder the gringo showed us the lobby and the bar first. The apartment was puritita mierda, so tiny I crossed it in five strides. My mum’s kitchen in the Casa Azul alone has to be at least twice the size.

One bedroom with a kitchenette, the gringo told us, with his chest so inflated I thought he was going to sing us an opera. I laughed at him. How they love their bullshit words, Dieguito. ‘Kitchenette!’ For a damned nook the size of a latrine shed, with just enough space for a sink and a comal (and almost half the space was taken by one of those electric iceboxes the gringos love so much, even with their damned arctic winters).

I can’t believe Dorothy actually threw parties there, and Noguchi said she even hired a couple of men to pour the drinks. People must have been rubbing against each other like pickled eggs in a jar. Maybe that’s why all these glittery gringos like their city parties so much.

I could imagine the party perfectly. I could hear the clinking of the glasses, the music from the record player and all the guacamayas laughing. I walked around the leather sofas (the place comes furnished) and for a moment I fancied I was her, in my femme fatal velvet dress, tall, long-legged, as radiant as sunshine, with a glass of cold champagne in my hand, and also … knowing.

Ay, Dieguito, if only I could get into her head. Just one second. Hear what she was thinking. Do you think she savoured the cocktails? Was she thinking of Gardner Hale or Harry Hopkins? Or maybe that other man she divorced, Gaillard Thomas? Do you think she was afraid? Or maybe she was just impatient, keen to go. Happy she could finally let go and happy she would never have to host those crowded pachangas anymore. Happy that her looks would never fade and that none of those bitchy gringas at her party (or the stuck-up bitch Clare) would ever be able to say she was getting a double chin or saggy arms or crow’s feet.

If I could only see inside her head for one second, Diego! If only! I felt the frustration in my chest, like all those times I’ve wished I could see inside yours.

It was then that I made it to the window. And I really mean the window. The one she jumped from. Simply standing there made me tremble, and I felt as if I had plunged my toes into a pool with an electric current. But then, when I recovered a little … The view was spectacular.

Central Park at your feet, Dieguito! Trees and more trees stretching almost to the horizon. They have lost half their leaves by now, but on the day of Dorothy’s party they must have looked like a bathtub filled with cempasúchil flowers, with splashes of yellow ochre and crimson and cadmium orange.

I could already feel the brush in my hand, filling the panel with soft dapples of light and shade. I even whispered that tush-tush-tush I always do, with my lips pursed, when I paint trees.

For a second I almost felt happy, Dieguito. How strange. To feel cosy and warm standing on the very spot where she jumped to her death. And I pictured her standing there, not before she jumped but right before the party. Looking down, watching the taxis bringing her guests and feeling herself the queen of Manhattan.

Isamu said that the sky looked like Monet’s Crepuscolo. That the clouds were like a herd of tiny cottony sheep painted gold by the sunset. They must have looked like a reflection of the trees below.

I looked at the window latch. It was one of those brass things, I don’t know the damn word for it. A little knob that fits into a hole shaped like a U, and then you screw a little tuerca to lock it into place [margin note: Levy says it’s called a ‘Brighton lever’.]

The windowsill was just wide enough for me to sit down. I did, a little bit sideways, and tried to imagine how she did it. I unscrewed the brass thing and pushed the window up [margin note: Levy says I was looking at a ‘sash window’.] You can only open it some fifty centimetres, and that really surprised me. Dorothy would have had to sit there, stoop and twist sideways to get through and jump. Nothing elegant or romantic about it. You wouldn’t fit through, panzón. Not with your huge nalgotas de manteca.

The police told The New York Times that Dorothy fell or jumped. If I had any doubts, looking at the window made everything clear. Even my pinche sister Cristina isn’t stupid enough to fall through that gap by accident. The whole thing was designed to avoid that.

I only had one or two seconds to think about it, because then the gringo pounced on me, flapping his hands. He cried, Careful, madam! You might fall.

I said, Like the girl that used to live here? And the gringo went as pale as an axolote.

He said it was all a very sad, very unfortunate thing. That all the neighbours miss the poor Mrs Hale. He sounded all constipated.

I asked him if the owners of the building had ever had problems with her. He whispered that Dorothy owed them four months of rent, and that she always paid in cash. That she sent the money to their post office box, and that she panicked when they told her they had received nothing. They suggested she started using money orders. She said she couldn’t, and when they asked why, she said it was none of their business.

Of course she couldn’t ask her padrote to use money orders! No cabrón wants to leave traces like that when he is sending money to his lover. Especially the smart ones, like that Harry Hopkins surely is. He would have definitely used cash, so that nobody could trace the plata to his bank account. Maybe he also posted it directly to the renters, in case Dorothy’s fingers got too sticky. Did he break the engagement and then didn’t bother telling her that he wasn’t paying for her rent anymore? Even you aren’t such a cabrón, Diego. Well … now that I think about it … you are. You abandoned that sad pendeja Angelina Beloff in Paris, after you two were married for ten years! I have always wondered if you even legally divorced her.

En fin …

After the viewing, Nicky invited me to have a little drink in the building’s bar. He had a scotch and I had a vodka neat. It helped me think of the dates. If Dorothy owed four months of rent and she died in October, that means the payments stopped in July. The same month Hopkins was on the cover of the Time magazine, interviewed (I am sure) by one of Clare’s reporters. Nicky said that it was that article that killed things between them, and everybody knows it.

He said it sounding all nostalgic, staring at the huge windows. He looked so handsome, Diego, with his aquiline nose, his olive skin all nice and supple, that little dimple he gets on the corners of his mouth, his wavy hair pulled back … And how comfortable he always seems. He lets himself drop in any seat, crosses his long legs, and then lounges and stretches, and holds his tumblers with his long fingers (they’re still strong from his fencing days) and lets the light reflect through the whisky and project the golden glows onto his eyes. I’ll never be able to paint such lovely colours.

I can tell things between Nicky and me will die very soon. Probably as soon as I go to Paris. My throat, I swear, contracts every time I think of that. But it’s not like I can stay forever, be a burden to him. (He’s always talking about pouring his heart into my bosom and finding Eden in my breasts, but he has never said a single word about mundane things like lodgings or rent.)

Again I held his hand while we sipped our drinks, and he again didn’t do anything, squeeze or pull away. He only sat there, enjoying the view.

I tried not to think. I simply ordered a second vodka and made a silent toast. For Dorothy and for Nicky, and for all the things that I know will never be.

I shivered, and for a moment I felt as if Dorothy were welcoming me to her farewell party.
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‘I wish so badly I’d been there,’ Clare said. ‘All I know I heard from Noguchi and my friend Margaret Case.’

‘The Vogue editor? The same one that saw Hopkins give Dorothy the fur and break things off at that restaurant?’

‘Yes, she was invited too.’

‘Quite a coincidence.’

‘Not really, dear. We all knew each other and went to the same restaurants and the same parties.’

Wallis smiled. ‘Not much room at the mountaintop, I guess.’

Clare had to feign a smile.

‘I’m glad it was them. They both have the eyes of a hawk, and Margaret in particular has a prodigious memory for words.

‘Noguchi arrived early – very unusual for him – and he said that Dorothy looked ravishing. She happened to be standing by the window when he arrived, picking up a martini from a tray. She purposely invited people at sunset so that they could watch it from her window, and the weather didn’t disappoint. Isamu said the sky was the colour of blood oranges, and the trees in Central Park seemed to be on fire …’

That was the portrait Clare had envisaged: Dorothy by the window, a glass glinting in her hand. Her sleek figure in black perfectly cut against the background. If only …

‘Dorothy had also told Isamu she was going away for a long time, so he bought her a corsage of yellow tea roses. I gave it to him when the police handed me all her belongings. The poor thing nearly cried. He treasured it for a long while; hung it by a hook to dry the blooms. It still had a hint of perfume when I last saw it.’

And then he gave it to that dastardly Mrs Rivera, so she could add it to her damned painting, Clare thought bitterly, but that would come in due time.

‘He told Dorothy how beautiful she looked, but she just waved a hand and asked the attendant to shake him a white lady.’

Wallis leaned a little forwards, for once genuinely interested. ‘What did she look like? Her mood, I mean. Did she seem upset or anything?’

‘I asked Noguchi the same question. Everybody did. He told us that she seemed a little on edge, but nothing out of the ordinary. He told me he felt her heart racing when he pinned the roses to her dress, but he assumed she was just excited by the trip and the party. She had bounced back so many times – her spine injury, her divorce, Gardner’s death, the humiliations of Hollywood … He was sure she would pull herself together again, somehow.

‘The other guests began to arrive then, one after the other, and very soon the party was in full swing. The drinks were flowing, the shakers were shaking, they were playing Benny Goodman on Dorothy’s gramophone … Prince del Drago was getting fresh with the ladies—’

‘Wait,’ Wallis jumped in. ‘Prince del Drago is still alive? Is he a hundred?’

Clare did a quick math. ‘He’s eighty this year. So seventy-seven or seventy-eight back then. Do you know him?’

She clenched her glass a little tighter, hoping Wallis would say yes. Del Drago was one of the many Italian aristocrats rumoured to be secretly siding with Mussolini. According to Henry’s contacts, many were uncomfortable with old Del Drago still pulling strings at the Italian embassy. And he always seemed to be around when ‘things’ happened.

‘A little,’ said Wallis, and then hesitated for a moment, like an actress struggling to remember her lines. ‘I met him a few years ago,’ she said then, ‘and he already looked like a mummy in a tux. I remember his breath stank, like he had infected teeth or something.’ Wallis wrinkled her nose. ‘I was shocked when I heard he’s not even a prince at all. He just started calling himself that, and the stupid New Yorkers swallowed it.’

‘He is the grandson of Queen Maria Christina of Spain,’ Clare said. ‘Apparently he was telling that story for the thousandth time at the party.’

‘How did Dorothy know him?’ Wallis asked.

‘I believe they met through Gardner. Something to do with his fresco murals and the research he did in Rome and Florence.’

‘Don’t tell me he was the rich husband she was trying to catch!’

‘Oh, Lord, no! That would have been abutting necrophilia. To be honest, I’m not sure what he was doing there. Noguchi said Dorothy seemed a bit uncomfortable having him around. It wouldn’t surprise me that he’d heard about the party and invited himself. He’s famous for showing up wherever there are free drinks. Dorothy usually had fun humouring him, but that evening … she just couldn’t.’

‘Did they argue?’

Clare grimaced. ‘Yes, apparently, but not in a loud scene.

Noguchi saw them whispering, both looking quite put out. Del Drago was clasping Dorothy’s wrist, and she had to put her glass down and discreetly pull his hand away.

‘Noguchi went to her and asked if she was all right. She just smiled and said it was nothing she hadn’t handled before. Isamu didn’t think much of it at the time; he knew Del Drago. The man even made a pass at him once.’

Wallis, far from shocked, threw her head backwards to laugh.

‘Ahh, you know what it’s like with the top gentry! If it’s with the footboy, it doesn’t really count, they all say.’

All of them? echoed in Clare’s mind. Even his Majesty the Duke? She had heard that sort of gossip around Lord Mountbatten too. What a juicy story would that be. If only she had time to delve into those scandals …

‘Whatever they argued about,’ she said, forcing herself back into focus, ‘Del Drago left soon after that, during the loudest trumpet bars of “Sing Sing Sing”. But he slammed the door so hard even the music couldn’t cover the bang.

‘People were uncomfortable for a moment, of course, but Noguchi made some joke about it being late for the prince’s daily transfusions, and everyone just laughed and drank on. However’ – Clare took a short sip – ‘something worse happened just a few minutes later.’

‘How worse?’

‘Well, it started like nothing. The phone rang, but Dorothy was on the other side of the apartment. She tried to navigate through the people, but it didn’t look like she’d get to it in time, so one of the two waiters picked it up.

‘Dorothy snatched the telephone from the boy, reeling. Margaret was a little closer and tried to hear who it was, but the waiter spoke close to Dorothy’s ear. She gasped and went red. Luckily Noguchi managed to read the boy’s lips.’

Clare waited just long enough to make the duchess lean forwards again.

She finally said, ‘It was Gaillard Thomas. Dorothy’s first husband.’

Wallis spilled some of her champagne. ‘What?’

Clare grinned. ‘I told you I would come back to him at some point, didn’t I? Dorothy was livid, according to Noguchi. He thought she was going to hang up, but she didn’t. She looked daggers at the waiter and sent him away with a nod.

‘Dorothy pressed the receiver against her chest, looked around and then back at the phone. Her chest was heaving. Perhaps she was wondering if she could take the call in the bedroom. Either she knew the cable wasn’t long enough or she realised it would have been far more conspicuous to drag the telephone across a room packed with tipsy guests. Whatever it was, she took the call there and then.

‘Noguchi again tried to read her lips, but Dorothy was hissing into the receiver. She tilted her head down and was barely moving her mouth. At some point she cried, Now? Really loudly. Really shocked. People looked at her and started whispering, and it was then that she caught Noguchi staring at her.

‘They made eye contact, and the way she glared at him gave him a chill. He said he’s only ever seen that much portent in the Lady Macbeth by Sargent.

‘Dorothy turned her back to them and finished the call facing the window. The … the same window she would be jumping from in less than twelve hours.’

Wallis shook her head and Clare sighed.

‘When Dorothy hung up, her hands were trembling. Margaret went to her and asked who it was. Not that she had to

– Noguchi had already whispered it to her, and the information was spreading in the room like a bout of the plague.

‘Dorothy just waved a hand, said it didn’t matter, or something along those lines, and then she smiled and ordered her third martini.’

Wallis shifted in her seat. ‘Just remind me – is this the husband you said had problems with the law?’

‘Yes. He’d been suspended from the Stock Exchange in January that year.’

‘For three years, right? So he is still suspended now?’

‘Yes.’

‘And what did he want?’

‘Dorothy didn’t tell Margaret, perhaps because the apartment was crowded and it would be impossible to tell her without everyone overhearing. Margaret didn’t press. She thought she would call Dorothy in the morning, once she’d calmed down. Alas … she never got to talk to her again.’

Wallis frowned a little. ‘But you do know, right? You know what he wanted.’

Clare smiled. ‘Yes. And it wasn’t good news at all.’

Again she paused, enjoying Wallis’s slightly parted lips.

‘Gaillard wanted the Stock Exchange committee to revoke his suspension. He thought Hopkins could pull some strings and that Dorothy – allegedly engaged to him – could convince him to do so.’

‘The prick did that?’ Wallis cried. ‘Jesus! How … how long had they been divorced?’

‘Ten, eleven years, I think.’

‘And he simply called her, out of the blue, expecting her to plead for him?’

‘The man is a crook.’

‘And he was expecting Hopkins to use his presidential connections?’

‘Presidential and personal. Hopkins made many contacts in the private industry when he was managing the Emergency Relief Administration. The government alone didn’t have enough funds to pay for the jobs they were creating, so Hopkins threw all these parties and invited the industrialists to take part. Hopkins got them cheap labour, and in exchange they made him very popular with the unions and all their voting power.’ Clare made a sour smile. ‘Rich men with cigars and brandies, patting each other’s backs while throwing crumbs at millions of famished workers … who adored them for it. Ultimately that helped Roosevelt win his second election by a landslide.

‘By ’38, a few of those contacts were members of the Stock Exchange committee that suspended Gaillard. Very close to Hopkins and Roosevelt, even today.’

‘Those sound like very presidential connections,’ Wallis said, with a slight squint. ‘What about his personal contacts?’

Clare waved a hand. ‘Oh, those are a little obscure …’ But she saw that Wallis was smiling, her eyes all attention. ‘Well, Dorothy told me that Hopkins joined some study groups when he was in the Department of Agriculture. In the early 30s, as I recall.’

‘From the Department of Agriculture to the White House in less than ten years!’ Wallis nodded. ‘Impressive jump.’

No more than leaping from the Baltimore slums to Buckingham Palace, Clare thought.

‘When Delano called him to join his welfare team, Hopkins brought in a few of those men to help him manage the New Deal policies. Those men still owe him their posts and the tons of money they now invest in the Stock Exchange. No one could have been better placed to help Gaillard.’

Wallis tilted her head. ‘How do you know this? You said nobody heard the actual conversation.’

‘I’m getting there. After Dorothy hung up, she saw everyone staring at her. She nearly burst in tears, so she rushed to the bathroom and stayed there for a little too long – until Mrs Brock Pemberton started crossing her legs and the waiter boy had to knock on the door.

‘When Dorothy came out, she seemed a different person. Her chin was a little higher and her eyes had turned cold. She had put on a thicker layer of foundation and mascara, and it was as though her features had rearranged themselves somehow – turned harder. And she told everybody she had to go.’

‘She did?’

‘Yes, and with a big smile. She said they could finish their drinks at their leisure, but that she had to go to the Fulton Theatre to see the new play about Oscar Wilde. She had planned to take a cab, but she told people the evening was so nice she’d rather walk. Hence her leaving home a little earlier. Someone told her she wouldn’t have time for dinner, but she said she wasn’t hungry.

‘Noguchi had planned to go with her all along, so he left with her. It was then that she told him what Gaillard wanted. And from what happened on that walk I think I can deduce … well, almost everything that was going on.’
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Cartas que no envié

Dieguito,

I have just decided I will paint Dorothy’s memories around the building. I was afraid of painting so many faces, but maybe I won’t make them very clear, more like ghosts, all lurking around her and looming on both sides of the building like the vultures they were (and I can always trace them too).

I’ll keep the stormy clouds like El Greco’s, and the ghosts will be fused with them, all in shades of sepia and grey, like old photographs. It will still be a lot of work, more than when I painted My Parents, My Grandparents and Me, so I’m spending almost all my time on it now.

It’s going to be a great painting, panzón.

The only intense colours will be on Dorothy herself, her face and her dress and her roses, and in the view of Central Park I will paint inside the large window – the golds and crimsons and oranges I saw from her flat. Her last view: all beauty and freedom and warmth … and peace.

I thought I had to paint her ghosts after I heard all the puta mierda she had to go through in her last few months.

Noguchi told me that just hours before she jumped, she got a call from her ex-husband. The jijo de la chingada called to blackmail her.

He had problems with the law, he needed help and apparently he knew things about Dorothy’s past. Noguchi thought it was about her days as one of those … what were they called? … the Ziegfeld showgirls.

Only … Ay, gordo, I don’t think that was the reason.

First of all, everybody knew that Dorothy had been one of those showgirls, which is really quite common, to be honest. Almost all the gringas in the Hollywood movies have had to shake their chichis on a stage at some point of their careers.

And also … by that point Hopkins had already broken off the engagement with Dorothy. It was over. Over. Why would she care what some disgraced cabrón, exposed for his dirty deals, might say about her?

He must have known something else. Something nobody, not even Noguchi or the bitch Clare knew.

I looked for a photograph of him in the papers, so that I could add him to the ghosts in the sky, but I couldn’t find any. Not a single one anywhere. Noguchi says that Gaillard never liked being photographed (perhaps because of all the dirty businesses he did) and that he even rang Dorothy to blackmail her. Just hours before she jumped!

Ay, gordo, and I complained because you invited your putísima ex-wife Lupe Marín to our wedding! She got so drunk on tequila (even though she said it was a builders’ drink), and in the middle of the party she lifted my skirts and shouted, Everyone look at these chichicuilote sticks! These are the legs Diego left me for!

You were so drunk by then you didn’t even notice. I told you what had happened, but you said, Don’t be ridícula, brought out your gun and went to Tina Modotti’s roof, where she had all her lingerie hung to dry, and you and Bertram Wolfe used her bras for target practice. I went to my father’s house immediately, and I can’t believe how much I cried that night. Our wedding night. Which I spent in my childhood bedroom, because even if your zorra hadn’t made her scene, you were so drunk your little Dieguito would have been as dry as a chile guajillo.

Something tells me you would have really liked that Gaillard Thomas prick. I’ll definitely get a photograph of him, and I’ll paint him with a guajillo in his hand.

This is all taking shape now, but I’m making such slow progress, I sometimes see the Masonite board and want to rip my eyes out. I keep making the whole damned thing more and more difficult for myself, even though I still can’t get Dorothy’s face right. I wanted to finish by December or the first days of January, when André Breton says we should go to Paris, but I don’t think I’ll manage.

By the way, André has been nagging and chingando so much about the trip! He saw Dorothy’s painting and said I should bring it with me, even if it’s not ready, and exhibit it as a ‘work in progress’.

I must admit, Dieguito, that I’m afraid to go. Partly because the only way I can go is if you pay for everything. You keep offering, but I’m sick of being your entenada. But also …

Ay, gordo, New York hasn’t been all it promised. So cold and lonely and so gringo. I haven’t sold any more paintings after the opening night, even though the exhibition is still on, and I haven’t got any new commissions either. What if Paris is the same? I have a horrible hunch about it, and working on Dorothy’s face, for some reason, makes me feel worse. I even had to cover that section of the painting when I showed it to Breton, because I didn’t want him to see how pathetic my painting can be.

I feel as if I’m falling, just like Dorothy, from one tragedy and one humiliation to the next, worse and worse each time, and there is nothing I can do to stop it.

Only … well, there is.

And I have the power.

Just like her, I have the power to stop it all whenever I want.

Maybe that’s the lesson she is trying to teach me. Maybe that’s why I can’t paint her face right.

Frida Hale. Dorothy Kahlo.

Fused into one on the pavements of New York.
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‘Dorothy stopped to make a phone call,’ Clare went on.

‘On their way to the theatre?’ Wallis asked.

‘Yes. That must have been the real reason she decided to walk. She rushed to a telephone booth on 49th Street, well away from her apartment and any prying eyes. It was rather windy by then, so Noguchi asked if he could huddle inside with her – they’d done wilder things together, you see – but Dorothy said no. She virtually barked at him, then made a coy smile and said it was a little private trifle, that he’d better wait outside.

‘She must have been a funny sight – the tall, radiant woman in a cocktail dress, with roses on her chest and wrapped in furs … crammed inside a dirty little booth. She turned her back to Noguchi and turned her chin to her shoulder, covering her mouth with her receiver and her other hand, so Noguchi couldn’t read her lips. But he did see how she kept feeding in money, so it must have been a long-distance call. And her little purse was full of dimes, so she left her apartment well prepared.’

‘Who did she call, then?’ Wallis pressed.

Clare sighed, her frustration evident. ‘I’m not entirely sure, and she never told Noguchi, but I can think of a few very likely candidates.’

‘Oh! Tell me.’

‘First, she might have called Gaillard back, simply to tell him in private that he could go to Halifax with his threats. Gaillard wasn’t in New York but in Boston at the time. That would be the simplest answer.’

Wallis gave her a side smile. ‘But you don’t believe that, right?’

Clare smiled back but didn’t elaborate on her opinion. ‘Second, she might have called Hopkins himself. He would have been in Washington.’

‘Really? To ask him to help her bastard of an ex-husband?’

‘Well, yes, but not out of fear. Dorothy may have been talentless and extremely unlucky, but she wasn’t stupid. Imagine that: what a perfect opportunity to reconnect with him. Playing the damsel in distress, calling her knight in shining armour to come back to her and save the day.’

Wallis nodded. ‘That does sound shrewd. Something even I might have done.’

‘And after she left her apartment,’ Clare said, ‘people began speculating about her trip. She hadn’t told anyone where she was going, not even me or Noguchi. Everyone assumed she must be going either to Pittsburgh, back to her family, or to Washington, to try and mend things with Hopkins. If the latter was true, Gaillard’s threat would have given her the ultimate excuse to meet him as soon as she arrived.’

Wallis squinted. ‘But you said Hopkins wasn’t returning her calls?’

Clare had not, but the statement was true. ‘If they spoke,’ she said, ‘and I believe they did, Dorothy would have had to go through his assistants and ask them to convey … something to Hopkins. Something that made him pick up the telephone.’

Wallis leaned so far forwards she nearly fell off the sofa. ‘What do you think that might have been? A little blackmailing of her own?’

Clare shrugged. ‘Maybe, but I couldn’t possibly speculate how. She must have known something about Hopkins she never told me. And also, there’s the other possibility. That she simply called someone else. Someone we’ll never know.’

The Casa Azul Files

Telegram from Diego Rivera to Frida Kahlo
Received at 40 Broad St. (Central Cable Office), New York,
NY

1939 JAN 3
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ANDRE POSSIBLY LAST CHANCE TO GO EUROPE.
SEIZE. HAPPY YOU GO.

[…]

SEND ME PHOTO SUICIDE & OTHER WORKS TO PUBLISH.

RECEIVE MILLION KISSES.

DIEGO
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Cartas que no envié

Why chingados do you want me to send you a photo of Dorothy’s painting?

I can’t get the damn thing right!

I wanted to tell you over the telephone last night, but I didn’t have the guts. I’ve not been a success here, Dieguito. I wish I could tell you the truth, instead of trying to impress you in my letters and my calls.

People invite me to all the parties as their exotic decoration. They say they love my wit and my charm, but I can see the condescension in their faces. I’m the little mexicanita with the funny voice and the colourful fairground dresses. I only wear them to their parties because they look so disappointed if I don’t, like I’m the jester that forgot his pointy hat. And I hate those children on the street that stop me to ask where my circus is.

If the gringos really respected my work, they would invite me to fewer parties and buy more paintings. They would have given me more than three lines in their art reviews.

I don’t think Paris will be much different, panzón, even if André Breton tells me over and over that the French have a completely different temperament and taste. He keeps saying that I’m a ‘born surrealist’ too.

Bullshit. Breton is a pure, undistilled cabrón.

Do you remember that when he was in Mexico, he stole some ancient retablos from that church in Panoaya, saying they were surrealist treasures? What a damned prick! If I photographed his balls, he’d call that surrealist too.

He only befriended us because he wanted to meet Trotsky. You knew that, and you let him into my house with open arms, even if Trotsky’s agents warned you that Breton might be a Stalinist spy.

And that is the man you want to take me to Paris; just so that you can keep seeing your cuzcas without me in the way; even after you had that terrible fight with him and Trotsky, like I knew you would.

Do you remember it, Dieguito? I’m sure you remember every single word Trotsky called you, and that must sting like lime juice and tequila on an open wound.

Trotsky told you, to your face, that you were nothing but a glorified paint smearer; that you knew nothing about real politics, real poverty or the real world; that you had spent your life gorging and quaffing with the capitalists, taking their bucks with one hand and painting hammers and sickles with the other.

You know who else called you a few names just yesterday?

Prince del Drago.

I saw him briefly at one on Nicky’s gatherings. The vejete was already drunk, stumbling on his knees that snap like maracas, and frisking all the pretty girls and boys. He came to me, smacking his lips like a sickening hungry dog, and I told him that if he touched me, I would crush his soggy gnocchi testicles to a pulp.

He laughed really hard and said, How’s my dear Dorothy’s portrait turning out?

Nicky was bringing me a vodka, but when he saw I was talking with the pinche Italian mummy he turned away.

I told him I was surprised he knew Dorothy. He said, I met her and her last husband in Florence. He was painting a fresco for … He said some name, but he was so drunk I didn’t understand it. And then he shook his head so hard I thought his dentures were going to fly out. Poor, deluded bastardo, he said. He dug his own grave. Do you know how he died?

I said it had been a car crash, and again Del Drago shook his head. I think I saw some dribble come out. He said, Yes, Signora Rivera, but do you know the details?

I said no with my head, and the man laughed and talked to me as if I were a stupid child:

Fresco painting is an expensive thing, Signora Rivera. I’m sure your husband knows that. He needs powerful patrons and huge walls. That can persuade even such a communist like him to keep his allegiances … malleable, don’t you think? Gardner Hale was no exception. Do you know that his first wife was a wealthy American writer, ten years his senior? He squeezed all the money and the connections he could from her, and then threw her aside as soon as he met our dear Dorothy. (The vejete stopped then. I though he was having a heart attack, because his chest swelled like a tortilla on a hot comal and I thought he was going to cry.) Our dear Dorothy … Poor, stupid girl.

They married in Paris, you know? And then they spent a good deal of time in Italy. Gardner knew the place very well. He painted murals in Florence and Rome, and quaffed Sangiovese wine with me and Count Ciano. The Hales made a very good job at keeping their connections and patrons. My dear Dorothy had a special talent for that. And it helped that they were both so young and beautiful. Everybody loved them. Here in America, they managed to get commissions from John Dodge (the motorcar manufacturer, Signora Rivera), Carl Brand and Fred … Oh, why do I bother? You won’t know any of them.

All went well until Gardner tried to overplay his hand and got himself sued for several thousand dollars. Signora Luce, your newest patron, knows all the dirty details, if you want to ask her.

I laughed. If only he knew how much I hate that lagartona.

Long story short, Gardner managed to get a settlement out of the courts, but he still needed to raise an impossible amount of money. He was desperate, so he got stupid and tried to blackmail one of the Italian famiglie in California.

He got closer to me. I pushed him away because his breath stank, but he spoke nonetheless.

He said, Friends of mine, you see! And he was threatening to divulge some of their Mafia dirt.

I almost fainted, panzón. I cried, Mafia dirt! And Del Drago shushed me with a finger, spitting all over me. I asked what sort of Mafia dirt, but Del Drago shook his head. I can’t tell you the details, Signora Rivera.

I said, How could Gardner know any of that? It’s not the kind of thing you talk about with the men that paint your walls.

Del Drago giggled, the pinche borracho, and whispered, I may, may have told some of that to our dear Dorothy. After she forced me to drink many of these.

I almost laughed. It couldn’t have been difficult to force vodkas down the old man’s cogote.

I asked him if that had happened after Gardner was sued. Perhaps Dorothy was trying to help him find ways to get the money?

Del Drago didn’t answer, but his eyes, all red and veiny and the colour of bile told me everything.

He kept shaking his head and said, The fool! How could he think he could play the famiglie. They arranged to meet somewhere outside Long Beach (that’s in California, Signora Rivera) to ‘settle’ the deal.

The vejete laughed and almost choked.

And settle it they did! I don’t know the goriest details, Signora, but whatever they might have done to him was impossible to recognise after they threw his car down that cliff.
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‘Dorothy kept holding the receiver to her ear,’ Clare said, almost in a whisper. ‘Silent. Perfectly still. Staring slightly upwards, into nothing. Noguchi said she was so rigid and pale she looked like the marble bust he sculpted for her. Then she dropped her hand, the one with her little purse, and began spilling dimes onto the booth’s floor.

‘Noguchi gave her a moment – he knows his girls very well – and then he tapped on the glass. Dorothy banged the back of her head against the booth. She looked lost, as if hovering in a strange land. She even struggled to find the latch and didn’t bother picking up the change.

‘Noguchi gave her a hand and helped her out. He said, If you’re in trouble, darling, you have to tell me. What is it?

‘But Dorothy just shook her head. And she said, Don’t worry. What it was … it doesn’t matter anymore.’ Clare sighed. ‘Noguchi shivers every time he tells that part of the story.

‘Dorothy straightened her furs and, for a moment, gripped them as though she wanted to take them off and toss them onto the sidewalk. If she did … she held back. Instead, she wrapped herself in them, very tightly, and she and Noguchi resumed the walk to the theatre.’

‘So, what does all that mean?’ Wallis asked. ‘You said you could deduce almost everything that was going on.’

Clare gave a quick nod. ‘That last gesture, that split second, when she was about to take off the furs … if Noguchi is to be trusted – and he has the eyes of a hawk, as I told you – that’s why I’m almost sure Dorothy telephoned Hopkins.’

Wallis’s eyes glowed. ‘Oh! Were those the furs he gave her when he broke the engagement?’

‘Precisely. And Noguchi said she looked at them as if they were giving her a rash.’

‘I see.’

‘I may be wrong, but I believe she called him, and he simply told her where to go.’

Wallis sat back, her lips parted, and her eyes twinkled like the gems on her wrist.

‘Hopkins …’ Wallis muttered, as if talking to herself. ‘Who else could she have called? The long distance is key …’ And then she shook her head, almost sorry she’d spoken out loud. ‘Sorry, dear, go on. This is getting very interesting.’

Clare had to contain her excitement. All you have to do now is focus on the story, she told herself. Her questions about the Führer – the questions that might just save Henry’s life, and her little Ann’s future, the few words that would set them free – were now within her reach.

‘They walked in silence. Noguchi wanted to say something to her, but Dorothy looked so troubled he thought he might make things worse. He, like Margaret, only made a mental note to call her in the morning.

‘How cruel fate can be.’
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Cartas que no envié

Dieguito sapo rana,

I couldn’t stop thinking about what Del Drago said, or his disgusting yellow eyes. It was like having a nahual coming to tell me a really horrible tale.

I kept picturing Dorothy next to that old moving corpse, feeding him drinks and perhaps letting him get fresh with her, only to get some information out of him. She must have been desperate to save Gardner.

Could she have been that desperate to save her engagement with Hopkins? And if she was, what could she have been willing to do?

I kept thinking about the whole thing while I painted the ghost of Harry Hopkins next to the Hampshire House building. I traced his face from that horrible cover from the Time magazine, where he already looks all emaciated like a Guanajuato mummy. And he has those beady eyes that remind me of our little spider monkey Fulang-Chang. I painted him on my shoulder on that canvas I just finished for Anson Goodyear, and I showed it to Noguchi when he arrived, all dressed up for the theatre.

I just put both paintings together, Fulang-Chang and Hopkins, and pointed at their eyes, saying nothing. Noguchi understood immediately, and he laughed so much he ended up curled up on my bed holding his belly. He was still laughing while I got dressed. We are going to see that play about Oscar Wilde, the same one he and Dorothy saw right after her cocktail party, just hours before she jumped.

I wanted to ask him if Dorothy had ever mentioned any of the things Del Drago told me, so I came out of the bathroom and began doing my hair in front of him. He says he loves watching me do it, that it’s like a ritual: how I line up all my ribbons and my pins and my silk flowers, very neatly on the vanity table, and then I braid them one by one into my trenzas. As is if I were knitting Belgian lace.

As he watched me, I said, I heard something very strange about Dorothy, from that horrible foreign man …

He interrupted me then and said, Oh, you mean that Russian refugee that lent her all her furs? What a bastard!

I said I hadn’t meant him, but that I still wanted to hear that story. I said, I only knew he lent her furs for her parties. Why is he a bastard?

Isamu said, He was very good friends with Hopkins: he was his main supplier of furs. That’s what Hopkins gave to all his girls in town. Apparently, he and that Adamec guy had a deal: Hopkins bought in volume (he had many girls in New York, it turns out) and Adamec sold him the best Siberian pelts at a special discount.

I asked Isamu how he knew all that, and he said that Dorothy told him herself, after Hopkins broke off the engagement. In fact, he gave her one last Adamec stole that night.

Noguchi told me all the details of that break-up dinner, which he heard from that other bitch Margaret Case. And at the end he said that Dorothy left that specific stole to Clare in her will.

I laughed so loud, Dieguito. A last slap on the face! Because it was her fault he told Dorothy to go to la chingada.

Noguchi also said that Adamec knew all about Hopkins’s ‘filthy dealings’, as Dorothy called them, and he kept her in the dark, even though they lived in the same building and she helped him promote his coats with her stuck-up friends. The big cabrón. Of course he didn’t tell her anything about Hopkins. He would have lost his best client.

But those stories now surprise me less and less, Diego. Everyone in this town de mierda stabs each other in the back (and I thought that muralists were the worst).

I’m writing this as Noguchi cleans up his clothes. When he was laughing at macaco-eyes-Hopkins, he smeared some of my ultramarine blue on his blazer. At least I made him laugh a little. He seems very nervous about the Oscar Wilde play, and he is rubbing those nerves on me.

He really doesn’t want to go, and I am really guilty I will make him relive that evening. I can understand it will bring him bad memories, but there is something else in his eyes.

Something strange must have happened in that theatre, panzón. I can feel it in my guts, and I don’t know why.

It reminds me of the empacho I felt the night before the tram accident. The one that tore my body apart.
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‘I didn’t see the play until the following January,’ Clare said. ‘I couldn’t possibly face it after Dorothy’s death. I just couldn’t sit there, knowing those were the last scenes she ever saw. And when I did, the play was as shocking as everyone said.’

‘Was that the play by the Stokes brothers?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, I saw that in London!’

‘Did you? I thought it was so scandalous it never got a licence.’

‘It didn’t, but they can still stage it in private clubs. I wanted to see it with my David, but he said he couldn’t be seen attending a play like that, with Oscar Wilde talking about his “dear boys” as naturally as you and I talk about ours.’

‘The play is completely unapologetic,’ Clare granted. ‘Especially that scene where all of Oscar’s “boys” clash at a London club and start lashing out at each other and wondering who might be Oscar’s next “guest”. I spent most of the play slightly blushing … up until … well—it gets really dark at the end …’

Clare wondered if she could talk about that last scene, the one that still stung her chest like a needle, the one that brought out her undying guilt.

Stick to Dorothy was her defensive reflex. You’re nearly there.

‘Noguchi said it all started quite normally. The place was bursting with black tuxedos and white scarfs and women in sequins. Isamu took Dorothy’s furs and went to the cloakroom. She went straight to the bar and got two champagnes. She still seemed tense, but she loved the theatre and the bustle. For a few moments she seemed a little relaxed.

‘She and Noguchi said hi to our friend Bucky Fuller, the architect, and arranged to have drinks with him at the Twenty-One Club after the play, but after that they didn’t say much. Dorothy was simply there, and I mean – she really was there, with all her senses: staring at everything and everyone, sipping her drink, smelling the mixture of perfumes and colognes and taking in the atmosphere. She must have looked so beautiful – a delightful creature, basking in the most delicious things in life.

‘Noguchi again was tempted to ask what was going on, but he said she looked so at ease, almost happy, he didn’t want to spoil her moment. He’s still glad he didn’t. He’s happy he was just there for her, until they heard the last call. They ordered drinks for the intermission and in they went.

‘The auditorium was very cold, and Dorothy began shivering in her strapless dress, so Isamu put an arm around her. He said at points he could feel her heartbeats.’

‘Could she pay attention to the play?’ Wallis asked. ‘What with the distressing calls and all that?’

Clare nodded. ‘Isamu said she was mesmerised. Hardly even blinking. And it doesn’t surprise me. Robert Morley was fantastic. He made you laugh one second and cry the next. It was Isamu who found it hard to pay attention.

‘They went out for their drinks at the intermission. He went to get them, and Dorothy said she’d go powder her nose. He waited by the bar … and waited … and waited.’ Clare sighed. ‘He saw the crowds pass by, said hello to Ernst Toller and Ione Robinson. But Dorothy still didn’t come back. Isamu put the drinks aside and went to the restrooms to wait for her. It was not until the last call that she came back, but not from the restrooms.’

‘Oh?’

‘She came from the opposite side, from the foyer. She was all flustered, as if someone had pressed hot irons on her cheeks, and she kept rubbing her hands. Isamu asked her where she’d been, but she just waved him off, as if saying it doesn’t matter, and took his hand and pulled him back into the auditorium. Her fingers were ice cold, and when they got to their row, Noguchi put a hand on her back. He said her dress too was very cold. She must have been outside.’

‘Outside?’ Wallis cried. ‘Without a coat or a shawl or –? What about the furs you said she was wearing?’

Clare shook her head, sick of having mentioned the furs at all. ‘Noguchi was as befuddled as you and me, but again he felt he couldn’t ask any questions. Dorothy was really tense, with veins popping out on her neck. She focused on the play again, especially’ – Clare felt a shiver – ‘those last scenes …’

She started to take a sip but felt she might choke.

‘When Oscar Wilde is sitting at that Parisian café,’ Wallis asked, ‘drunken and –?’

‘Yes, that scene,’ Clare interjected. She stared at her glass for a moment, the guilt swelling up inside her chest like a moving creature. When she dared look up, she found the duchess staring back, a deep frown on her face. The violet in her eyes caught the light in trembling glows.

Those eyes said it all. The duchess must remember the play very well, down to the specific lines in that final act. She understood.

‘It must be very difficult,’ she said, with a tenderness Clare had not expected. If she had not been a duchess, Clare might have leapt across the room to cry on her shoulder.

Instead, she took a deep breath, feigned a coy smile and spoke on.

She almost had Wallis Simpson where she wanted her.
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Dieguito Wilde,

No wonder Dorothy threw herself out the window after seeing that play. It was fantastic and terrible and sad and funny, and it broke my heart. And Noguchi’s.

They taught us about Oscar Wilde in the preparatoria, and the Cachuchas’ gang and I loved his plays. I remember we once read Dorian Gray in English, all together, smoking and drinking some aged coñac that Alejandro stole from his father’s cellar. And I read the lines of Dorian, the beautiful man that never ages. Imagine that I could have made the same pact with the Devil, my sapo rana: that I could have picked one of my own paintings and preserved myself like that forever.

I would have of course picked my portrait in the purple velvet dress, the one from ’26, that I painted from photographs Papá Guillermo took before the accident, instead of using a mirror.

Yes, it would be that one. Not only because I was still so young, my spine was unbroken and my right leg still carried my own weight. My insides were whole too. My heart was still full of warm blood, and it pumped colour and life into my cheeks and my limbs, all the way down to my now rotting toes. Before the surgeries and the endless months lying inside that cast that broke my soul. Before you broke me too. Before you made me need you even though some nights I curse you and hate you and hate myself even more for loving you so much.

Something I did not expect, Diego: Oscar Wilde reminded me of you: tall, wobbly, arrogant and ‘larger than life’, like they say here.

The actor that played him (I forgot the gordo’s name) had a face very round and childish, just like yours, only not ugly. And he roared from his stomach like a wild bear, like you do when you’re inebriated, and he drank and gorged on stage, spilling the fake wine and the absinthe all over the tables, just like you must have done in the Parisian brothels.

And also … I don’t know … I feel like I saw your future.

In the last scene, Oscar Wilde is in some café in Paris, intoxicated and ruined. He’s just been released from jail and has to live in France because all the inglesitos have deserted him.

He can’t see his dear ‘Bosie’ because the boy is in Italy, and his family have threatened to leave him without a cent if he ever meets Oscar again.

And all of Oscar’s friends know the tragedy he has become. Even the waiter in the café complains about all the money that Oscar owes him. One of his friends, Frank Harris, meets him there, not really to help him but to confront him:

Oscar had sold him a storyline for a play that he didn’t have the spirit or the will to write. But when Frank Harris finishes a script and wants to produce it, he finds out that Oscar had sold the same story to many others. And he was still selling it! He had almost run out of connections in England and was planning to start selling it to French managers too.

How sad, Diego. The man defrauding all his old friends for a living. And instead of apologising to Frank Harris, he calls him a traitor for telling everyone about his fraud and depriving him of a steady income.

I even memorised those lines. Harris says, The only thing that will ever make you write is absolute, blank poverty. That’s the sharpest spur of all – necessity.

And Oscar Wilde answers, You don’t know me. I would kill myself.

God. That’s what Dorothy heard just hours before her own death.

Noguchi couldn’t stand the play anymore at that point. He jumped and ran out like a soul carried by the Devil. I wanted to follow him, but the theatre was so damp my leg was hurting really bad. And also I had to see how things ended for Oscar Wilde.

His boy ‘Bosie’ arrives at the last minute, but Oscar is so drunk with absinthe he doesn’t recognise him … or maybe just pretends not to recognise him. It isn’t clear. Bosie has to leave, but before that he gives the waiter a bunch of bills for Oscar, and he asks him to tell him that those are winnings from some horse race.

Oscar Wilde gets them and then bursts in a horrible laughter. I mean horrible, Diego. It was then that the curtain dropped and the whole theatre went ivory black. There was this eerie silence for a moment. I felt it in my chest. We all did. That laughter was petrifying. And then someone clapped, and then someone else, and it took a moment for the rest of us to react, and then there was a standing ovation.

I would have stood up too, but I couldn’t even if my leg hadn’t been all engarrotada with the pain. Like I said, I felt like I saw your future: the day you’re tired and forgotten, the day you’ll have upset all the gringos like you did the Rockefellers. The day you’ll have upset all the Trotskistas and the socialists (and you’re almost done upsetting them all already). The day you’ll have insulted all the Mexican governments, left and right and centre, and there’ll be no more federal walls for you to paint on. And that day you’ll have to swallow your pride and go to the capitalist riquillos and beg them for commissions and pray they have forgotten all the names you’ve been calling them for the past thirty years.

Pobrecita Dorothy! She must have been as shocked as me. She must have seen her future too. Her present! Exhausted and depending on favours from her friends, begging for loans from bitches like Clare.

I hope she sees this play too, and that she sees the same things I saw.

I wiped my tears and went out to look for Isamu. I asked the bar boy if he had seen my friend. He knew him by name and said he was very surprised Isamu had come to see the same play twice. I ordered a vodka and sat by the bar, hoping that Isamu might come back to me (I was limping very badly already, so I couldn’t go around looking for him). The bar boy brought my drink and noticed I was all upset. He said Isamu’s other girl friend had also been upset by the play. He asked me if she was my friend too, so he obviously didn’t know she is dead. I lied and said yes, and the bar boy got a bit closer to whisper.

He said that Dorothy had been so distressed she had had to go out for fresh air during the intermedio, without even putting on the fur stole she was wearing when she arrived. The boy saw her on the street, when he went out to get some fancy cigarettes for a big client.

He said he saw Dorothy arguing with some man.

I almost dropped my glass, gordo.

Could it have been that Gaillard Thomas? Could he have come all the way to New York to blackmail her in person? Or could it have been someone else?

The boy looked like he couldn’t wait to tell someone. He asked me if the pretty girl and Noguchi were an item. I lied again and said I thought they were. The boy whistled and said he was glad he hadn’t told Noguchi about the incident. He said it looked like Dorothy was meeting an ‘ex’, and that the man didn’t seem happy.

I asked him if he could describe him, and the boy was just about to tell me everything when Noguchi found me. The bar boy cleared his gañote so hard he almost spat something out, and he walked away to wipe the marble bar.

Noguchi’s eyes were all red, as if he had squeezed lime juice into them. I think he ran to the restrooms to cry. I told him nothing, but I think I’ll go back tomorrow, alone, and see if the bar boy can tell me who that man was. I’ll even bring a photograph Harry Hopkins, to see if he recognises him. It’s a shame I never got a photo of Gaillard Thomas.



1940

‘After the theatre, they went to the Twenty-One Club—’

Wallis grinned. ‘My! Cocktail party, theatre, après drinks and death! That was a busy night.’

Clare found the comment awfully uncouth, but she still feigned a smile. ‘The place was packed, as you would expect –’

‘Oh, yes. I’ve had many a late night there.’ Wallis leaned a little closer and whispered, ‘Especially fun during Prohibition. They had to let you in through a secret door, and then only a select few got access to the wine cellar.’ She started laughing like a silly girl. ‘I remember one raid, when they had to lock us in the basement where they kept the sides of beef –’

She’s going off topic, Clare thought, feeling a flash of panic.

‘Mind that at this point,’ she jumped in, perhaps a little too forcefully, ‘Dorothy only had five or six hours left to live.’

It worked. Wallis shut her mouth and listened.

‘As I told you,’ Clare went on, ‘she seemed quite distressed after the play. They took a cab, as the night was getting very cold, and she didn’t say a word.

‘The Twenty-One was in full swing when they arrived. They met Bucky Fuller and other friends, and she chatted and smiled, but Noguchi said her eyes looked hollow, like an automaton’s, and equally eerie to watch.

‘She ordered a Tsarskaya, which nobody in the party had heard of. Well, Noguchi had, and he knew Dorothy liked it a lot, but apparently it’s very tricky to find outside of Russia. In fact, the barman had to run down to the cellars to find their only bottle. As if by fate, they had just enough left for a double, so Dorothy had it all. She asked the barman to give her what she called the drops of happiness.’

‘The drops of happiness?’ Wallis repeated.

‘A game, she said. After you pour the last drink, you hold the bottle down and count thirteen drops. It’s supposed to bring good luck or something. And she had the vodka neat. The barman suggested ice, but Dorothy only accepted a twist of lime.

‘The favourite of Peter the Great, she said, and that shocked them all. They – I – had no idea she knew her vodkas so well.’

‘Where did she learn all that?’ Wallis said, and Clare smiled a little.

‘Bucky Fuller asked her the very same thing – the vodka and the thirteen drops game – but Dorothy shrugged and said she’d heard it from an old friend of her dear Gardner, the love of her life. That she hadn’t thought of it in years.’

Wallis arched a brow. ‘A strange thing to remember, don’t you think? I mean … if she’d made up her mind and knew those were her last hours.’

Clare raised her chin a smidgen. ‘On the contrary. Her whole life must have been flashing before her eyes – running away from home to make it as a dancer; her days on the stage with Fred Astaire; her quiet evenings with Gardner, dancing to jazz in his apartment …

‘And the vodka seemed to revive her. The band played one of her favourite songs, I can’t remember which, and she danced a couple of bars with Noguchi. Then they sat down, and she nursed her drink for the best part of an hour. Noguchi said she laughed and told them a few old stories from her days as a Ziegfeld showgirl, and then they all remembered that mad road trip on the Dymaxion car, which Bucky Fuller himself designed. (When she first saw it, Dorothy said it was as if a torpedo, a tricycle and a tin of tuna had had a love child.)

‘Isamu and Dorothy and I drove it all over Connecticut for a week, taking turns behind the wheel so the other two could have martinis in the back. And people waved at us on the streets or ran away as if we were the advance guard of a Martian invasion. God, how we laughed. How people gossiped about that week – two women and a man in a car … alone! We arrived in Hartford, where Bucky had asked us to join him, and Dorothy slapped him on the back of the head because his “revolutionary” car was so slow and uncomfortable and impossible to drive.’

Clare leaned back, and for a precious instant, she was back in 1934. Before the threat of a new war. Before the intrigues and White House plotting. Before her best friends’ deaths riddled her with guilt. Before Baruch’s coercions …

‘And then –’ she tried to say, but at once she choked.

It was time to recount the final farewell.

She had pictured the scene in her mind so many times, usually at night, embellishing the image more and more as time went by. But now, when it was time to tell it at last, all the words in her repertoire seemed too plain, too dull to convey the moment.

She turned to the window, stared at the Parisian sky, and tried to picture Dorothy in the dim light of the Twenty-One Club: dressed in her finest black velvet, her hair dark and lustrous, her hazel eyes twinkling like the stars, her skin peachy and her lips naturally crimson. An elegant, graceful frame, knowing she’d remain forever young and beautiful. Forever untouchable.

‘She had the last sip,’ Clare said, clenching her own glass. ‘Put the tumbler down. Smiled … and said …

‘Well, that’s the end of the vodka. There isn’t anymore.

‘Just like that.

‘And then she stood up, paid for the round and wrapped herself in Hopkins’s soft sable furs. Nobody had mentioned his name that day. Not once. Not even Dorothy’s cruellest guests. But his ghost had been hovering around her all the time.

‘And that was it. The beautiful Dorothy Hale smiled, blew Noguchi and Bucky one final kiss – and glided away for ever.’



1939

Cartas que no envié

Diego,

I’ve had some monstrous thoughts all night.

I tried to sleep, but I kept turning in the bed. My bones and my back were killing me, and I got this new pain in the small of my back.

Thank goodness I telegrammed Dr Eloesser, and he prescribed me some morphine. I injected myself and sat in front of Dorothy’s painting, waiting for the medicine to work. I was going to drink some vodka to quicken the effect, but I couldn’t. I almost threw the damned bottle out of the window, thinking of all the things Noguchi told me after the theatre.

Ay ay ay, the pinche vodka Dorothy ordered at that club called the Twenty-One. The same vodka [line illegible, presumably struck through by Kahlo]. And Dorothy told him about the thirteen [line illegible, presumably struck through by Kahlo].

How can it be?

[A sketch of a bottle of poison, used as a vase for a bouquet of yellow tea roses.]

Stupid me. Of course I know how it can be. And on any other day I wouldn’t really care. I’ve caught you in much worse andadas, Diego, with so many gatas and in every city you have ever visited.

But this is different. This is not just one of your random cogidas with some zorra like Christina.

Why was Dorothy thinking precisely of that vodka, those drops, just before she killed herself? Why did she choose that for her last drink?

Ay, Diego, gordo, mi niño, my cabrón panzón, I kept thinking about it and even the morphine couldn’t help. I jumped to my feet and pulled my hair until my silver pins pricked my hands.

What have you done now?

[Kahlo inserts here a sketch of a papier-mâché effigy of the devil, with the name ‘JUDAS’ written across the chest.]

In the morning I tried to paint, but I just couldn’t. Every time I tried, every time I was about to press the brush on the panel, loaded with blue and grey, something stopped me. I tried retouching Clare’s original nose, or adding some gloss to Hopkins’s three hairs, or finally sketching the very handsome face of Gardner Hale, Dorothy’s true love. But it was as if the panel repelled my hand. As if it had some magnetic charge.

I spent more than an hour just like that, until I had to scream and I threw the palette and the brushes against the window, and all the paint got smeared on the glass, and those stains looked more artistic than my pintarrajos. I was about to kick the easel and stomp on the damned painting, but the cleaning lady came by then to ask if I was well. I told her I was having a terrible bout of pain (not really a lie). She saw the morphine on the bedside table and offered to inject me. I said yes.

[Red and black ink sketch of a syringe, dripping blood from the needle. The trail of blood forms two interlaced Ds, presumably for Diego and Dorothy.]

I went to the theatre again after dinner, this time with some photographs. I was lucky the same bar boy was en turno. I showed him Hopkins’s face, holding my breath. He held the picture close to his face for a while, as if I had given him some códice maya to decipher, and I kept cracking my fingers.

At last, just when I was about to give him a chingadazo with a champagne cooler, he said he couldn’t recognise him. I asked if he was sure, and he said he was. He said he had stayed close, in case Dorothy needed help, so he remembered the face very well.

I asked him what the man looked like, and he said he was old but tall, ‘thickset’ and with a round face, and that he was biting a cigar and wore a low hat and a long coat. And that he had a very loud voice. Again I felt so angry I never got a photo of Gaillard Thomas. From what Noguchi told me about him, especially his loud voice, it could well have been him.

For a second I was tempted to show him your photo. The little one you gave me and I always carry in my little morral. I even reached for my little bag, held your photo between my fingers … but I just couldn’t pull it out. I know it would be impossible for it to have been you. We talked on the phone just the other day, and I know you’ve been having problems to get your visas gringas ever since you received Trotsky in the Casa Azul.

But still … I have this horrible hunch. I can’t ignore it, but at the same time I can’t dig deeper into it.

What if it had been you? I couldn’t face it. I would have fainted and then … I don’t know what I might do then.



1940

The silence settled down in the suite like a persistent fog, the duchess staring at her drink, Clare gazing at the stars.

‘It makes you think, doesn’t it?’ Wallis eventually said. ‘Which would be yours?’

It took Clare a moment to react. ‘So-sorry? Which would be my what?’

‘Your last drink, dear. It you were to – you know.’

Clare smiled nervously. ‘Oh, I’d never do that, dear. I believe that’s a sort of … vocation. When my time comes, the Reaper will have to drag me by the ankles.’

‘Yes, but humour me. Imagine the Nazis break into Paris tonight, they siege the Ritz and you have to have one last drink. What would you choose?’

Clare forced a deep breath. She was so close to her final question. But she’d have to indulge the duchess for a minute.

‘Any other night,’ she said, ‘it would be a vintage Dom Pérignon.’ She sighed, physically and spiritually exhausted. ‘The same drink I snatched from Henry’s hand the night we met, remember?’

‘Any other night?’ Wallis wondered, and Clare smiled.

‘You said if the Nazis attacked tonight.’ She raised her glass. ‘We’ve almost had a full bottle each. If the invasion happened tonight … now’ – a sigh – ‘probably just a little glass of Louis XIII. Something to ease me into sleep.’

There was something rather macabre in the duchess’s smile, and the speed with which it spread across her face.

‘So … nobody saw Dorothy jump?’ she asked.

‘No,’ Clare said. ‘The porter saw her come back at about a quarter past one, or so he told the police. They didn’t talk. He said he was dozing and only saw her rush by. She didn’t even wave, but he didn’t think much of it. That same porter and some milkman found her in the morning …’ The painting flashed on the back of her mind, and Clare could not bring herself to say ‘on the sidewalk’.

‘And she left letters,’ she went on. ‘Several of them. All typed, so she must have spent the rest of the small hours writing them.’

‘Typed?’

‘Yes. I told you. Dorothy typed all her letters since she started helping Gardner write his book.’

Wallis arched a brow. It seemed she was about to make some remark, but then shook her head.

‘Any letters for you?’ she asked. ‘Or for Hopkins?’

‘Nothing for Hopkins,’ Clare said, avoiding the first half of the question. ‘Or so I was told.’

‘Do you believe that?’

Clare shrugged. ‘I don’t know what to believe. If there was anything for him, it would have been very easy to conceal. There was a letter for her lawyer, for sure, just to tell him how to divide her belongings – not that she left much. Another letter for her father and sister, and …’ Clare gulped. ‘One for Baruch.’

Wallis shook her head. ‘Really? For Bernie Baruch? To tell him what?’

Clare felt a painful lump in her throat. She recalled the man’s tuft of white hair, his deceivingly kind smile, the wiry white hair on his chest, which now repelled her …

‘I don’t know,’ and it was true. ‘I’ve asked him several times, but he always refuses to tell me. I think I know why and … well … that will also make me feel guilty for the rest of my life.’

‘Why?’

‘Do you remember I asked him to talk to her? To try and find her a new job, like he did for me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, he did meet her for lunch, and he told her, like he told me, that at thirty-three she was too old to start a career. At least not a very lucrative one. His advice was that she find a rich husband; that she go to as many parties and dinners as she could, and that she always look her best.’

Wallis nodded. ‘What a wise man, that Baruch. I should try and meet him.’ She had a sip of champagne and then looked at Clare. ‘What is it, dear? You look like you saw a ghost.’

Clare had, in more than one way. ‘He gave her money that day. A thousand dollars, under the strict condition that she use the money to buy the best dresses in New York …’

Wallis’s very manly jaw dropped. ‘God! And that was –?’

‘A few days after I lent her five hundred for her rent. And couple of days before I went to Bergdorf for my fitting, and they told me she had ordered the most expensive gown in the collection. Paid for, I now know, by Baruch.’

Wallis leaned forwards and rested a very cold, rather bony hand on Clare’s. That same hand had once consoled a ruined king.

‘Oh, my darling!’

‘And there I was, throwing it in her face when she called me to invite me to her farewell party. Telling her to wear that dress. Laughing and hanging up on her.’ Another gulp. ‘And I will always, always wonder if, maybe, it was my words that pushed her over the edge. Just like I will always wonder if it was my intervention with the article on Time that made Hopkins break off the engagement. I might as well have pushed her out that window with my own hands. It would have been quicker.’

There was a brief, deathly silence, and then –

‘Oh, my darling!’ The duchess said, her frown deep and her thin lips downturned.

Genuine compassion on the coldest face in Paris. Clare had done it.

‘And … she didn’t leave a letter for you?’ Wallis asked again.

‘There was one,’ Clare said with a sigh, ‘but it was the most impersonal thing, almost secretarial, to certify she left her furs to me.’

‘Right. The ones from Hopkins.’

Clare gave a wry smile. ‘It turned out those were the only ones she truly owned.’

‘What? Didn’t you say she was always wearing new furs?’

‘She must have sold all her others. And I heard that she either borrowed or bought and returned most of her clothes. It was all a veneer.’

It seemed as though Wallis was about to say something, but Clare rushed to speak. She had prepared those lines very carefully and couldn’t go off-script.

‘It was out of sheer guilt that I commissioned her portrait from that damned Rivera woman. I even lied and said it was for Dorothy’s mother, although the poor woman died years ago.’

‘Oh, yes,’ Wallis said. ‘What was in that painting? Every time you mention it it’s like you’re tasting bile.’

Clare sighed, that familiar mixture of rage, guilt and shame heating up her chest.

‘Of course I do! Diego Rivera, her then husband, even after our “chat”, when he tried to seduce me, had the gall to send me an invitation to his wife’s exhibition – he also sent one to the Rockefellers! It was then that Noguchi told me everything I needed to know about her, and I was intrigued. She was just getting divorced when I met her, and when the opportunity came, she seemed perfect for the job: bedridden for months after a terrible accident, just like Dorothy; jilted many times, just like Dorothy; struggling as an artist, just like Dorothy. If any woman could understand her trials and tribulations, that was Mrs Rivera.’ Clare twisted her mouth. ‘Only it turned out she understood a little too well.

‘It took her nine or ten months to send me the final painting. At some point I thought she’d never do it. And then I had Nickolas Muray on the phone, telling me that she had telegrammed him about Dorothy’s portrait. She wanted to know the date of her death, so she could add some inscription on the painting. Strange that she should have asked him instead of me … Well, not strange at all. I knew she didn’t like me very much. Ironically, Nickolas didn’t remember the exact day, so he had to call me. I didn’t even have to check. I will always remember that Dorothy died on the night of October 21st, after drinks at the Twenty-One Club.’

‘Gee,’ said Wallis.

‘And then, just a few weeks later, there it was – the bulky crate, wrapped in brown paper and string, with half a dozen stamps from the Mexican and American posts. My assistant was unwrapping it, but I asked her to leave me alone with it. I …

‘I thought of it as a private unveiling. My last apology to Dorothy. My closure. I was going to see her again, as if we were meeting after a long trip. I was going to tell her how sorry I was, for everything, and say a little prayer for her.

‘I tore the upper corner and saw these beautiful, pale grey clouds. They spilled over onto the frame, and I remembered telling Mrs Rivera how much I liked what she did with her frames, as if the painting were pouring out of the canvas. She had listened to me. And the brushstrokes were amazing; bold and strong. They reminded me of El Greco’s style, and they had the slightest hint of violet. The same colour of the sky would have looked the … the morning Dorothy jumped … and then, below …’

Clare did not have to pretend. The rest of the painting rushed back into her head with all its horror.

She had looked at it only on two occasions, and yet she could remember every brushstroke and every spot of crimson.

Suddenly she could speak no more.



1939

Cartas que no envié

Pinche y cabroncísimo Diego,

I came back to the hotel and wrote a bit, but going through it all only made me feel worse. I pushed the pages away and paced and paced like a caged panther. I couldn’t bear sitting around, just staring at Dorothy’s painting, and her face that I still can’t get right. Her cheeks have no volume, her nose is funny and she looks a little cross-eyed. I would burn it in the hotel’s boiler if I didn’t need the money so badly.

I had to escape. I had a bit of morphine, limped out of the damned building and took the first cab I saw. The gringo driver asked me where to. My head was spinning so I said the first thing that came to my head. The Twenty-One Club. What a damned mistake.

We got there in just a few minutes. It’s a very nice building, Diego: Victorian, with a white front, iron work in black and a long-roofed balcony on the first floor, with lines of white lanterns like full moons, that reminded me of those old paintings of New Orleans. Despite the cold, the balcony was full of men in black suits and white scarves, smoking and drinking with gringas all wrapped in dead zorras and bears.

There were two enormous gringos at the gate, taller than you and almost as wide. One was black, and the other had hair so blond and greasy his head almost looked like a streetlamp.

It was that blond bastard that stopped me with a hand that looked like a hairy ham.

Members only … madam, he told me, eyeing me from head to toe as if I were some bug from another planet.

I told him he could go derechito a chingar a la puta de su madre. Some skinny gringas rushed past me and elbowed me, and just when I felt I could have snapped their popotillo arms, someone behind me shouted, Queridita!

It was your pinche cabrona Ione Robinson. I knew it even before I turned.

How can she do it, Diego? That bitch is every-fucking-where!

She’s with me, she told the two damned sumo wrestlers, and she took me by the arm and dragged me inside.

She was wearing a silver dress with a low cleavage, a grey overcoat and a bunch of fake diamonds. I was wrapped in my purple zarape and my embroidered skirts from Tehuantepec, with double petticoats for the cold. Arm in arm, we must have looked like a tin teapot and her cosy.

It was obvious she was half drunk already, because she kept whispering into my ear and kissing me on the neck.

She said, I wanted to thank you, in person, for telling everyone in New York I’m a Stalinist. That has really cleared my name!

Honestly, Diego, what carajos did you see in her? She has a face like an undercooked zovaquera, one chichi higher than the other, and with her dress so tight her nalgas looked like the last two squashed tamales in the bottom of a cooking pot.

And she’s not even as ‘talented’ as you always claimed.

Remember when we went to San Francisco and you left her and that Russian chango (Arnautov?) to keep working on your mural for the Palacio Nacional? They painted some of the arches by the main stairway, and also a big section of sky that rolled on from a panel you had finished before we left. And when we came back you growled and said they had only made pinches chingaderas, and you scraped it all off yourself with spatulas and sandpaper. It took you all night.

The mosca muerta dragged me to the bar, boasting that in the spring she’ll go hunting with one of the English diputados, one Winston something-something that has a mansion in the woods. Noguchi met him once too. He says he is as fat and ugly as you. Obviously, Ione likes her cuts of old beef.

I ordered a Tsarskaya, and the barman looked at me as if I were el Chamuco in flames. He said they had run out, and then gave me longest list in the world of other damned vodkas I might like. I had the cheapest.

Ione said it was her treat, but I insisted. I know she’s broke, and I don’t want to owe her more than three centavos.

Ay, Diego, I should have jumped straight back into the cab. I blame the damned morphine. We sat by the bar, all the men staring at us and some even licking their lips. More than one pendejete raised his eyebrows at me.

Chester Dale told me he saw you at the Fulton Theatre, that pinche Ione told me. Yesterday or the day before, I think. Oscar Wilde?

I said nothing.

That was the same play she saw just before she killed herself. Did you know?

I wanted to punch her in the chichis. Maybe just one, so they might get levelled at last.

And she cried: Of course you know! I met André Breton a couple of weeks ago. He told me you showed him your work in progress. That commission from Clare Boothe Luce. The whore put a hand on my arm and said: He made a grimace, though. He said your Hampshire House is all crooked to one side. Tells you something, doesn’t it? When even a surrealist says your paintings look cockeyed.

I swear, Dieguito, by the santísima Vírgen, I raised the glass of cheap vodka and almost threw it in her face. But the bitch grabbed my wrist.

Diego had it bad for her, she told me, smiling like a hyena. He was – how do you people say it? Tirando la chancla for Dorothy. But I’m sure he didn’t tell you. I introduced them, did you know? Just like I introduced Dorothy to Bernie Baruch and Harry Hopkins. Although that was a mistake. How could I have known she wasn’t one of them?

As soon as she said that, the bitch bit her lip so hard I thought she was going to take a chunk out. Then she said, I thought Dorothy would go really far with that face and those legs. Alas, in the end she was broke, barely affording that tiny place in Hampshire House. And all her glamorous furs? She borrowed most of them from a merchant that lived two floors below her. Do you know who paid her rent before that?

I shouted that I didn’t want to know, but Ione cackled like a macaw. No, I’m really asking you, she said. I want to know. Was it Diego? Well, not that he would have told you, would he? Bernie Baruch and Hopkins keep denying it, even though Baruch told me after a few drinks that he and Hopkins bribed The New York Times and Clare’s husband to bury Dorothy’s death in the back pages.

Lovely gentlemen, Bernie and Hopkins. I would introduce you to them, but you’re not their kind of gal.

I pushed the vodka away and started to stand. My damned leg was numb.

A shame, Ione continued. It would be good for you to make better connections. How many paintings did you sell with Levy? Three? Four?

I stumbled when she said that, and crashed against some tall gringo who thought I wanted to sell him cigarettes.

That fucking Ione smirked and raised her glass and said, Have fun in Paris, Fridita. I really hope you make it there.

[The pages of this entry are scorched at the edges, presumably by Kahlo.]



1940

Clare remembered her own scream, sinking to her knees and pressing both hands to her open mouth. How the maids had come in, found her weeping on the floor, and they too gasped in disgust. It had been eight or nine months, but for a moment she felt the same paralysing horror.

The duchess did not blink. She simply stared at Clare with a blank face, waiting.

‘Dear?’ she said after a while, on the edge of the seat. ‘What was it? What did she paint?’

I have you now, Clare thought, doing her best not to grin in triumph.

‘Do you –’ she started, and then gulped. ‘Do you know this feeling, dear? This shock? When your entire world shifts and shakes and you know that you will never be the same woman again?’

Wallis only made a brief nod, a little confused.

‘Of course you do,’ Clare said. ‘You must have felt it so many times.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, I …’

‘Do you need a minute?’ Wallis asked, as if she had read Clare’s mental script.

‘Yes, please,’ Clare said, proud of her act. She feigned a coy, hesitant smile. ‘I don’t know how you do it, dear. All aplomb and self-confidence.’

Wallis smiled back. ‘It’s just the façade, darling. Inside I’m usually a wreck.’

‘You hide it perfectly,’ Clare said, her head pounding and a cold drop of sweat rolling down her back. This was it. The question. She must say it now or forever miss her golden window.

She had one last sip of champagne, for courage, took in just enough air – and dived in.

‘I would have died of nerves if I’d had to shake the Führer’s hand.’

Time seemed to stretch as her heart pounded. Once. Twice. And she delivered the final, simple question, in a timing and tone that, despite all her nerves, she thought perfect.

‘What was he like?’

The immediate silence was like a plank of iron on her chest. And it went on. And on. And the duchess did not move.

Her eyes, unblinking, stared into Clare’s with bloodcurdling intensity. It was not anger, or shock or mockery, or anything Clare could possibly read.

And then, very slowly, a smile spread across the woman’s face, like a red gash expanding on dry, pale sandstone.

‘You’ve been meaning to ask me that all along, haven’t you?’

Clare’s heart was still pounding, but she ignored it and put up a casual smile. That small movement had never required so much effort.

‘Of course, dear,’ she said. ‘You’d think much less of me if I said I hadn’t!’

Wallis threw her head backwards and cackled manically, splattering champagne with every jolt of her shoulders. A madwoman. Clare felt an uncomfortable tingle on the back of her neck. And then –

‘I’ll tell you everything, dear!’ Wallis cried, and Clare had to shake her head to make sure she’d not misheard. Wallis noticed. ‘Yes. Everything. Dates, names, facts, feelings. Every word that was said. I’ll even tell you about those ten minutes Herr Hitler spoke to David in private. I’m the only person in the world he’s ever told what went on then.’

If possible, her smile grew wider, but somehow completely devoid of warmth. And her eyes … The tingle on Clare’s neck grew a little stronger, and she managed only a whisper.

‘But …?’

The duchess raised a bony shoulder. ‘What makes you think there’s a but?’

Clare forced a smile. ‘We are … might I call us peers?’

She was treading on dangerous ground. If the duchess were to ask her something in exchange for what she needed, anything, Clare would have to oblige.

Wallis, thankfully, just waved a hand. ‘Oh, don’t make us sound so sinister. You scratch my back, I scratch yours. That’s what friends do, right?’

She sounded more like a sleazy old man, and all Clare could do was nod.

‘It’s just one tiny trifle I need to know,’ Wallis said. ‘Just tell me – that Siberian fur Hopkins gave Dorothy … Who was the designer?’

Clare instantly laughed. Very smart of the duchess to make light of the moment, to make her chuckle before laying down her real terms. And they would be big. A good word for the Duke of Windsor all across the American press? A nudge at the British consulate in New York? Favours from the Republicans?

‘If you really are that interested, it was by this Adamec merchant. Useless information now, though. The man shut down his business and went back to Russia last year.’

‘Michael Adamec?’

‘Yes, I believe that was his name.’

‘He also lived in Hampshire House, didn’t he?’

‘Yes! Did you ever buy anything from –’ A cog moved in Clare’s mind then. She tilted her head. ‘When … when did I say Hopkins had given her a stole?’

Wallis chuckled. ‘Oh, darling, I don’t know. You’ve been talking about those furs all night. The box like a child’s coffin and all that.’

No, Clare thought. I’ve been trying to avoid the matter. You keep asking me about them. She might have had enough champagne to knock out a debutante, but recalling conversations word for word had been her job for the best part of twenty years. She was sure she had never mentioned that the gift had been a stole. Never mind, she thought, indulging in a generous swig.

‘What is it, then?’ she asked, unable to face Wallis. ‘What’s the real price for your candour?’

There was a moment of silence. When Clare finally looked up, it was as if an entirely different person had stepped into Wallis’s body.

The duchess had raised her chin, every muscle tense. If Clare had seen only her eyes, she would have sworn that Wallis was unsheathing a sword.

‘What’s the matter?’ Clare asked, a sudden chill spreading at the back of her neck.

The duchess rose in one swift movement, all smiles again. ‘Sorry, dear. I just remembered I need to make a quick telephone call. Would you mind waiting here? It will only be a minute.’

Clare was dumbfounded. All she could do was follow the duchess with her eyes as the woman strode towards the sliding doors to the bedroom. She looked back as she reached the threshold.

‘Do have some more champagne, darling. As soon as I get back I’ll tell you all you need to know about the Führer.’ She winked, and then shut the doors.

Clare remained still, the twinkle in that woman’s eye imprinted in her mind. It made her shiver. What had just happened? Ideas, names and words reeled before her eyes. She put the glass down, feeling she might crush it.

She could not help herself. She stood up and took careful steps towards the sliding doors – not the ones Wallis had just gone through, but their twins on the other side of the suite. Those were not completely shut. There was a half-an-inch gap. Clare moved her ear gingerly, until her hair brushed the gilded doorframe.

Wallis was talking in quick, barely audible hissing. Clare could tell the woman was cradling the mouthpiece with one hand. She had to shut her eyes and hold her breath to make out what the duchess was saying, and even then, she wasn’t sure any of that made sense.

‘God, it took you forever! Listen, Stalin won’t play ball … Yes, yes, I’m sure. The fool just told me herself … that Luce woman … Yes, that one … Ha! She has no idea. What should I … Yes? Yes, I can … Oh, all the time you need! I’ll make up some garbage about Hitler. That will keep her … Good, ba-bye.’

She put the phone down with a thud, and Clare jolted as if Wallis had just banged the handset on her head. She heard her quick steps, and darted back to the sofa. She was only halfway there when Wallis slid the door open, and Clare froze. So did Wallis.

Both women stood there for a seemingly endless time, staring, measuring each other – both clearly fearing what the other might be about to do.

Wallis was the first one to move, taking stealthy steps to the side table. Clare was perfectly aware of her own stance. It was clear she had been snooping. No lie could possibly fool the duchess now.

‘Care for more champagne, darling?’ Wallis asked at last. Her voice had dropped an octave.

Clare gulped, the chill on her neck quickly spreading to her chest.

‘I … I think I’d better go now …’

She moved toward the door, but Wallis planted herself in her way.

‘Already?’ Wallis said tersely. ‘Before I tell you all you wanted to know about Hitler?’

Clare tried to walk round her, but the duchess blocked her path with the speed of a tiger.

‘What about your book, dear?’ Wallis asked, a slight shrill coming through. ‘Should I worry that you came here looking for something else?’

Clare nearly gasped, but she found the strength to steel herself and raise her voice. ‘I won’t stay to hear you make up garbage about Hitler,’ she snarled. ‘You will let me out!’

‘Or what?’ Wallis mocked. ‘Come on, dear, have a seat. I do have a couple of questions I need you to answer.’

‘I surely won’t!’ Clare cried, surprising herself.

Wallis laughed. ‘Darling, you don’t want to vex me. You will talk to us. Believe me, I have so much dirt on you.’ Clare took a short, sudden step back. ‘For instance, I know that today is not your birthday.’

Clare felt a pang in her chest. ‘Excuse me?’

‘It was last month, right? But you’ve always told everyone you were born in April. I know that your mother made that up, so that people couldn’t work out that she had been cheating on your father. And I know he knew, but he played along with the lie so your pauper neighbours wouldn’t call him a cuckold behind his back.’ Wallis grinned. ‘As if that made any difference! I know they never even married.’

Clare felt her blood boiling from head to toe. ‘How – how dare you!’

‘I also know why you all had to move out of Nashville.’ Clare took another step backwards, incensed and panicked at the same time. ‘I know your father killed the man that molested you when you were five years old,’ Wallis said. ‘Or were you four? That’s why you all had to move to Chicago.’

For a moment Clare felt she couldn’t breathe, her entire body numb. She looked around with the clumsiness of a hatchling.

‘Just stay and answer a few questions, dear,’ Wallis said, ‘and I won’t tell anyone I know why you and Henry can’t have children.’ Clare gasped. She rushed to one side, then the other, nearly tripping on the rug, and Wallis grabbed her by the wrist. ‘A botched abortion, wasn’t it? After you had that affair with “Big Bill” Gaston. That’s why he divorced your friend Rosamond Pinchot, right? And then she killed herself just a few months later? Best friends with Dorothy. Perhaps the inspiration for her own –’

‘Stop it!’ Clare shrieked from the bottom of her stomach. She threw Wallis a punch right at the sternum, and the duchess stumbled backwards, hitting the suite’s door. ‘Who are you,’ Clare shouted as Wallis rubbed her chest, ‘you third-class trollop, to tell me anything about botched abortions? Everyone knows you must have had a dozen of those in China! Everyone knows you were Ambassador von Ribbentrop’s lover, even as you were engaged to the king! Henry heard that you came in and out of the German embassy so often the Brits’ secret service joked about installing you a revolving door. Does Ribbentrop still send you seventeen carnations every day? One for each night you were his whore?’

Wallis lunged at Clare, her violet eyes turned bloodshot. The two women clashed as Clare stretched her arms toward the door, and they wrestled and growled like two tawdry peddlers.

‘Who paid for Dorothy’s rent?’ Wallis hissed, her face mere inches from Clare’s, her nails clutched around her arm. ‘You know! It wasn’t Hopkins and it wasn’t Baruch and it wasn’t Del Drago or his Mafia connections. Who was it?’

‘Let go of me!’ Clare cried, her mind and body twirling as if she were living the most absurd dream.

‘Who was it?’ Wallis snarled.

‘Let go of me!’

Clare tried to pull away, but Wallis was surprisingly strong.

‘And I’ll need your full notes on the French lines. How many officers did you have to sleep with so they’d let you in, huh? Even David struggled to get access.’

Clare tried to turn, but the duchess kept her grip on her shoulder, digging her nails into the fabric. Clare pushed her, throwing aimless punches as Wallis growled, and the world became a strident blur.

Clare shrieked and writhed like a worm on a fish hook. Her fist hit the royal chin, and through tear-filled eyes she saw a ghostly bundle of paper silk stumbling sideways.

Losing no time, she grabbed the handle and rushed along the deserted corridor. Panting and limping, only then did she notice a sharp pain in her shin. Wallis must have kicked her in the struggle. But Clare moved on, shaken and breathless. She stopped only after she turned around a corner, paralysed by a painful cramp in her chest.

She had failed.

She had failed at everything. What would Baruch do to her now? To Henry? To Ann?

And yet, somewhere in her mind, she kept thinking of why the mighty Duchess of Windsor might have been so interested in the name of a second-rate Russian fur merchant.

Stalin won’t play ball.

‘God,’ Clare said out loud, her lips dry. Suddenly she understood it all.

She looked down and nearly cried. Her hands, scratched and already swelling, were empty.

Empty!

She had left her purse, with her little book and all her notes, in the royal suite.

Clare pressed her back against the wall, her panting growing louder. How could it be so hard to breathe?

Should she go back? Try to force her way in and recover her precious notes?

She remembered all the lines she’d scribbled while in the bathroom, about Wallis and Lord Mountbatten and David. Her older notes, the ones about Mussolini, Herr Hitler and Count Ciano flashed before her eyes. Everything Wallis had demanded to know was in those notes. The very thought pushed Clare back to the royal suite like an invisible hand.

The door, to her surprise, was still ajar.

Clare felt another chill, just as she stretched out her hand to push open the door. She could only see a sliver of the sofa, and the Parisian sky further behind. The suite was stone silent.

Something moved then. Not in the suite, but in the corridor. Clare turned and saw a shadow on the wall, projected neatly from beyond the corner she’d turned just seconds ago. A tall man, with inexplicably broad shoulders.

Again Clare ran, her mouth dry, looking desperately for the nearest stairwell.

What had she just done?



1939

The Casa Azul Files – Cartas que no envié

Only a fragment of this entry remains, mostly filled with an ink and carbon sketch of the Hampshire House building surrounded by a black sky. The one line on the partial page reads:

The concierge said I had a message. He had left it on my bedside table, all crumpled as if […]

The page is torn at this point. It is clear that one subsequent page was also taken out.

Fragments of text, however, can be seen on the binder’s back cover, in a combination of pen scratches and ink blots from the missing sheet. Thus, it was possible to recover the following text:

[…] the note is from that man called B. Baruch. The one Ione was talking about. He says he has spoken to Nicky Muray about our visit to the Hampshire building and [illegible line] questions about Dorothy.

He wants to speak with me. I don’t know what chingados for. He says he will send me a taxi at [illegible; either 1 or 7] and that I shouldn’t tell anyone th[illegible]

I was going to throw the damn note in the toilet when I read that ultimátum, but then on the other side of the paper he says he wants to talk about you and Tr[otsky?] and some Russian fur merchant he says you know about. He says you’ve been ‘babbling’.

I don’t like this, panzón.

I called Noguchi and André and Levy, and I told them all that I’ll be going out for a walk. I said I wanted to be alone but that my leg might hurt, so they’ll look for me if I haven’t called them by 8:30.

I don’t know what I will find. Wish me luck, my niño lindo.

[This is the last of the 1938/1939 entries in the binding, followed by an addendum stapled on by Kahlo, dated 1940.]




IV

VELATURA

There can be no hesitation, no mistakes, for the only
correction possible is to destroy the day’s piece …
GARDNER HALE, FRESCO PAINTING



ASTONISHING TURN ON THE ASSAULT
TO LEON TROTSKY
Diego Rivera’s name is now being linked
to this scandalous affair

(By direct wire)

AUSTIN TEXAS—Diego Rivera has been admitted by the immigration authorities of the United States of America. The Mexican painter declared that the recent assault on the leader Leon Trotsky must be a “Stalinist complot” and that “Russian agents are trying to lay the blame on me”.

Rivera’s house in San Angel [Mexico City] was searched five days ago by the Metropolitan police and two arrests were made, on charges yet to be disclosed. It is understood that Rivera left the house before the raid.*



* From El Informador, Diario Independiente, 4 June 1940.



1940

Clare pushed the door to her hotel room open, the keys trembling in her hand. They slipped onto the floor, but Clare didn’t bother pick them up. She didn’t even switch the lights on. Instead, she stumbled towards the sofa, the room lit by the portable lamps in the back garden.

She could still hear the soft hammering of the workers there, building the bombproof shelter. Those men never stopped, as if they could already hear the German tanks parading down Rue de Castiglione.

Clare sat down and dialled the operator. She clenched her own knee, watching impatiently as the dial spun back. She heard the cracking on the line, the brief burst of static, and held her breath until she heard a melodic French voice.

‘Long-distance call, please,’ she jabbered, unable to think in a second language.

There was a pause and some ruffling sounds.

‘Madame Luce?’ a different operator asked. She sounded older.

‘Yes,’ Clare said, ‘I need to reach my husband.’

Another pause. Longer. The seconds stretched.

‘One moment, please.’

‘He’s in New York,’ Clare said louder. ‘I’ll give you the num –’

She heard a mechanical click. The operator had put her on hold.

Clare grunted, realising she was digging her nails into her own knee.

Stalin won’t play ball, she heard again, as if the duchess were whispering the words into her ear, over and over.

Why would she say that? Clare thought, even thought things were already taking a chilling shape in her head.

Another click.

The line died.

‘No!’ she shrieked, and then hammered the telephone’s plungers like an angry woodpecker. No use. ‘Answer me!’ she cried, put the receiver down, picked it up. Nothing. She pulled at her hair for a second, the noise from the workers beating in her temples.

‘Not yet,’ she told herself out loud. ‘Don’t despair yet.’ And she rushed to the door, thinking she’d go to reception. She would ask for Olivier, and the kind Frenchman would smile, offer her a glass of water and a seat, and then he’d bring her a black Bakelite telephone on a silver tray, not caring if the manager himself might trip on the wire.

She pulled the door to, but at once a towering figure blocked her way.

Clare gasped, raised her gaze, and amidst the darkness saw a pair of glinting eyes and sharp cheekbones. A thick, pale hand pushed her backwards with relentless force.

‘Move!’ Clare cried. ‘I need to make a –’

‘Back inside,’ the man commanded. He had a brutish voice and an accent Clare could not place.

‘Move, you little –!’

The man pushed her harder, and Clare stumbled backwards.

‘Five minutes,’ he said, and then gave her another push and shut the door before she could say a word.

Clare grunted as she grabbed the door handle, but before she turned it she looked through the peephole. The view was mostly blocked by the back of the man’s head.

Breathe, she thought, but she could hardly force any air in.

She pressed her forehead against the door.

Five minutes, the man had said. Five minutes to what? What could the duchess do in five minutes? Whom could she reach? A former king, for instance. And then –

Get yourself out of here, Clare thought.

She went to the window, opened the curtains and looked down. Her suite was on the second floor, directly above a tangle of steel rods and planks of wood. One of the workers was piling more rubble out there as she watched. She thought of asking for help, but somehow knew that would only make things worse. Perhaps jumping …

Once more she could not help seeing Kahlo’s painting. The clouds – the blood – spilling out of the panel and onto the frame. Just like Clare’s own story now overflowed into reality as if to drown her.

As if that damned Kahlo woman had always known.

Kahlo’s addendum

1940, Cartas que no envié

I wasn’t going to make things easy for that cabrón Baruch.

I put on my best Tehuana skirts, the bright purple ones with huge roses and hummingbirds. And I braided my hair with matching flowers, the brightest ones I managed to steal from the foyer.

I also made ‘a very big fuss’ when I left the hotel, blowing kisses at the bellboys. I wanted people to remember seeing me leave and get into that man’s car. But the bastardo was smarter than me. He sent me a taxi, just like thousands of others in New York. The driver said that Mr Baruch never found parking in that area, and that he would take me to him. I said nothing. Just got in and lit a cigarette, for my nerves.

He drove me to some street just behind Broadway. The road was packed with limousines and actors in full costumes, chatting and smoking with the drivers.

The taxi stopped next to a black Cadillac. Its driver was waiting for us. He paid for the taxi and opened the door for me.

I threw my cigarette on the pavement and looked around for a second. I saw a Marie-Antoinette nearby, with skirts wider than the widest cars and a wig with a pinche carabela on top. Next to them I must have looked like just another clown.

The inside of the Cadillac was like a cushioned cave, and it smelled of leather and tobacco. The expensive kind.

Baruch was there, in a black pingüino suit, lighting up a Cuban.

He made me tremble, Diego, he really did, especially after his chalán closed the door.

He had a broad face, dangling cheeks, bright white hair and a nose like a fishing hook. And the way the vejete sucked at his cigar; the way his eyes stared at me in the darkness … he made me think of that horrible Goya: the one with Saturn devouring his son.

I remember everything he said to me, Diego. Almost word for word.

He asked me if he could call me Frida. I told him to go fuck his mother, and he laughed so hard I thought his ribs were going to crack like a piñata. He told his gato to drive on, and then said he was very glad I had joined him.

He said, If you hadn’t, I would have had to find a way to … persuade you.

The gato drove us away, and Baruch said he wanted to tell me a very tragic story. Of a very tragic girl who got too close to the fire.

Just like you are about to do, he told me.

The chauffeur opened a front window a little bit to let the smoke out, and the cold air came in and made me feel a stab of pain in my ankle.

Baruch said he had heard about my painting of Dorothy, commissioned by the bitch Clare Boothe Luce. Was I the only jodida painter in town?

I asked him directly if Dorothy had been one of his queridas, and Baruch made a face like he was smelling caca. He said she had been very dear to him, and that it annoyed him that I had been asking all sorts of questions about her. To everyone.

I said I had to. I was researching for a painting.

The vejete shook his head, and told me a very silly story about Dorothy trying to blackmail one Lord Mountbatten, the King of England’s cousin, back in her dancing days. Ay Diego, it sounded as ridiculous as your stories about Mussolini’s condoms. Baruch said that Dorothy went out dancing with the pinche duke a few times, and then tried to blackmail him about the boys he kept in New York. But before she could spread the chisme the big lord sent one of his men to break her legs, and that’s why she never danced again. And that Mountbatten and the ‘family’ had never forgotten her or her face. He said he was telling me all that because … something similar might happen to me.

The car turned when he was saying that, the wind hit me and my own spine ached like la chingada. I could almost feel the old cracks in the bone, like shards of ice.

The vejete sucked at his cigar, making some noises that made me want to vomit. I don’t know what face I pulled, but that made the chancho smile. He said that he hoped the story had scared me enough, because he also needed something from me.

I told him that if he wanted to shock me with a story about Dorothy, he could have just told me that she was a spy for Leon Trotsky.



1940

Clare turned away from the window, facing the room, and the first thing she saw was her beloved Remington. A page with her typed notes was still on the roller. The rest were arranged neatly on the desk, in piles separated by topic.

In them, she spoke at even greater length of Mussolini, her views on the Nazis and on Generalísimo Franco and her honest thoughts on the Maginot Line.

Should she get rid of them now?

Someone knocked at the door then, a gentle sound, but Clare started nonetheless.

Five minutes, she heard again in the back of her mind.

‘Go away!’ she shouted, and immediately began gathering the papers. She must get rid of them. The hell with Baruch and the book she had never intended to write.

The person knocked again, this time louder, but Clare ignored them. She ran to the marbled bathroom and tossed the bundle of papers into the tiny bin.

‘Matches,’ she whispered, hearing the now anxious rapping at the door. She’d left her little matchbox in her purse, along with her silver cigarette case, so she began rummaging through the drawers.

Several voices came from the corridor, and Clare felt a pang in her chest when she also heard the jingling of keys.

She ran to the vanity table, pulled the top drawer so hard it came out and all the contents fell onto the carpet. She sank to her knees, her heart pounding, and began searching desperately with both hands.

The door opened then.

Clare looked up and saw the towering man again, this time flanked by two others, and a young hotel maid.

‘You have made a mess, Mrs Luce,’ said the man to the right. He was a little shorter and wider, perhaps in his sixties, and held a thick cigar between his teeth. His voice was upper-class English, with only a hint of some continental accent.

‘Get out!’ Clare demanded, jumping to her feet. She looked at the maid. ‘Go fetch Olivier. Now!’

The maid – she must have been eighteen or nineteen – kept wringing her hands, about to burst into tears.

‘Pack the lady’s essentials,’ the smoker told her in French. ‘Madame Luce will change lodgings.’

As soon as he said so the third man grabbed her by the arm. Clare opened her mouth to scream, but then the smoker pulled a gun out of his inner pocket and pointed it directly at her face. The young maid, already by the wardrobe, could not hold in a high-pitched whimper.

Clare stared at the barrel in disbelief, feeling as if all her blood had left her body. This could not be happening. It was as absurd as that Kahlo painting, the one with the giant feet and the little monsters floating in the bathtub.

The man holding her arm covered Clare’s mouth for good measure. His sweaty hand made her retch as they dragged her out of the suite and into the darkened corridor. Clare saw a glare from a nearby door – a curious guest with thick glasses and a stately moustache peering out.

The smoker raised his gun, and the onlooker shut his door at once.

They turned a corner and there, under the light of a wide window, Clare recognised Olivier. He carried a silver tray, with a jug of water and a couple of pills on a little porcelain saucer. His temples were drenched with sweat.

‘What are you doing here?’ the smoker grunted at him. ‘They need you at the Imperial Suite.’

‘I …’ Olivier stammered, the tray quivering on his hand. ‘I thought Madame Luce might need some –’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ the smoker snapped. He nodded to the others, and they walked past the maître d’.

Olivier lowered his head. He could barely look Clare in the eye.

‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Luce.’

Kahlo’s addendum

1940, Cartas que no envié

Baruch looked like he had just crapped in his calzones, Diego. His nostrils bellowed like an old bull’s. He growled like one too.

He asked why the hell I was saying that. I was quite scared, but I spoke as if I were telling my symptoms to Dr Eloesser.

I told him I knew that Trotsky had sent Dorothy some vodka. A very rare bottle, like the one he shared with me once. And Dorothy knew about the thirteen drops of happiness. A Mexican game. I taught Trotsky that.

And my fat pig of a husband, you, knew them both.

You, panzón! You must have been the correvedile. The gobetween Dorothy and Trotsky. Of course I told Baruch all of this, and his nose went red and purple, like a ripe pitahaya. Not because he didn’t know, but because he never thought I would deduce so much.

I asked him if you had recruited Dorothy, right after Gardner had died and Dorothy was broke? (Like I’ll be, pinche Diego, if you pull a last prank on me and ‘kick the bucket’ before me.)

Baruch confirmed it all. He said Dorothy was more than happy to help you in your marranadas. He looked honestly sad, panzón. He said the poor girl was deluded, thinking she could make plenty of money off that.

By the way, Baruch said that you also tried to recruit his dear Mrs Luce. Ha! Where you really that stupid? You never had a chance there. Not even when you asked me to become her friend. That cuzca is as right-wing as it gets! And she is married to a millionaire!

En fin. Baruch said that Dorothy began passing information between the Mexican and American Trotskyists, and getting lots of money for it, mainly because she had a talent for keeping the best connections.

Her whole ‘acting career’ was just a cover to get her into bed with Samuel Goldwyn and some of his friends in England. According to Baruch, her smartest move was to get a tiny part in a movie about Catherine the Great. She had the perfect excuse to be in London, at the right places, just as the Nazi Party was on the rise. Her reports were the main motivation for keeping Trotsky in the Americas, in my house, seeing that Hitler and Stalin were very likely to sign a pact.

But he said that her greatest triumphs happened in New York, when she went back. The Soviet oligarchs who supported and still support Trotsky made sure she lived like a queen. All the money, of course, came via Mexico.

Mostly through you, maldito Diego!

Untraceable cash, smuggled in jars of pigments or in hollowed-out frames.

After telling me all that, Baruch asked me if I knew that puta Ione Robinson. It wasn’t really a question. I told him I thought she was a whore and a Stalinist, and Baruch agreed. For all his money and his Cadillac, that cabrón laughed like a pulque brewer.

He said he had met Ione just the day before, and that she told him everything about me and the painting. She had heard it all from Levy and Noguchi and Nicky. She knows them all! She knew that I had seen Dorothy’s old apartment, ‘looking for something’, that I had seen the play about Oscar Wilde and that I had asked the police questions about Dorothy’s body.

Baruch wanted to know why, and he said I’d regret it if I lied.

There was nothing to hide. I told him I had done all that for my painting. Research. But the pinche Baruch laughed.

He didn’t believe me. He said, Why did you have to ask questions about her body? Are you painting a corpse?

I said yes and the pendejo started to laugh again.

He said that Ione had had cocktails with that pendejo André Breton. He told her he had seen my work in progress, but had said nothing about a corpse.

I told Baruch the truth: that I had covered that part when I showed him the painting, because I’m still not happy with Dorothy’s face.

The cabrón puffed at his cigar and made a disgusting sound. Again I thought of Saturn, sucking the last shreds of meat off his children’s bones.

Breton told Ione that I was painting Hopkins too, and Baruch was really angry about that. He said that Hopkins must not be further linked to Dorothy Hale in any way. That his reputation had been compromised badly enough already.

I crossed my arms and asked him why it was so important. It really didn’t matter anymore. Dorothy was dead, Hopkins was not going to be President and everybody knew he had been a chacal to her.

Then Baruch did something that made me jump. He moved closer, took my wrist and held it as if he wanted to crush the few healthy bones I have left.

He hissed like a snake, said I shouldn’t get witty with him. Paint whatever the devil you want: a corpse, a purple bunny with wings, I don’t care. So long as Hopkins is not in the picture.

His eyes were full of blood, Diego. I swear I could see the veins palpitate around his cloudy irises. And also, maybe because of the fear, I saw everything clearly for the first time. All the pieces fell together in place, all the links and the names and the allegiances, and everything all at once made terrifying sense.

I wish I hadn’t spoken, Diego, but I couldn’t help it. The words came out of me without control.

You and Hopkins … You’re both Stalinists!



1940

The loft was deathly cold.

Clare could feel the air soaking up the heat from her body as soon as the men opened the door. The slanted ceiling, with its beams covered in countless coats of old paint, at once reminded her of the ghastly dump her parents rented in her early days.

There was a single bed with a wafer-thin mattress, a chipped basin and a wardrobe that looked more like a fisherman’s crate. It must be a staff room, clearly not used in months.

The men shoved her in, and she nearly tripped on the bed.

‘Please, no scandals, madam,’ the smoker said, and then nodded at the tall man with the broad shoulders. ‘Petit Jean will be guarding you.’

‘Wait,’ she begged as the men stepped out. They ignored her. ‘Wait –!’

They shut the door, and she heard them turn the key, deliberately loud.

Then silence.

Clare simply stood there, right by the door, for a long while, the cold seeping into her bones and the dust filling her nose. Eventually she sat on the bed and wrapped herself with the one blanket in the room. It was itchy and stank of mildew.

She was back in horrid Nashville – a frightened five-year-old, feverish and trying to sleep while monstrous thoughts swirled in the darkness.

Dorothy’s stole.

Michael Adamec.

Stalin won’t play ball.

Clare shuddered, everything making sense in her head now.

Adamec must have been a Stalinist agent. Of course. He fit the bill perfectly. Clare herself had met him once: tall, dark and square-jawed, in his late thirties, with gentle eyes and full lips. A smooth talker, a charmer. Cleary Russian from his accent, but that only added to his allure, especially as the man promised to deliver only the best Siberian pelts.

Clare had once thought that he and Dorothy might have been lovers, given the amount of garments he let her wear for free. Only it was not his connection to Dorothy that interested the duchess.

It was his connection to Hopkins.

Clare had said those words herself: Harry Hopkins had been famous for buying lots of Adamec furs for his girls.

And Hopkins, right around those dates, had been a likely presidential candidate – Roosevelt’s top advisor … dealing very frequently with a Soviet merchant whose whereabouts nobody knew anymore.

Because Adamec had gone back to Russia. Disappeared overnight, despite his long list of wealthy, influential clients. It had been quite the gossip. Just like that last dinner, when Hokpins had given Dorothy that Adamec stole …

Dorothy’s last drink was a vodka, said a little voice in Clare’s head. She jumped to her feet, dropping the blanket on the floor.

‘Oh, Dorothy!’ Clare said out loud, as Wallis’s words again echoed inside her head. ‘What mess did you get yourself into?’
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As soon as I called them Stalinists, the gordinflón Baruch shouted his gato to stop the car, so loudly and so close to my ear I saw stars.

He asked why I had said that, and he gripped my wrist harder and harder until my skin began to burn. I groaned, asked him to stop, and the driver began whistling some jazz song.

Baruch shouted at me like an animal. Tell me, dammit! I need to know how much has leaked!

I even saw some gringos on the street turning to the car. We were in a very dark, narrow alley with mucky brick walls and drains steaming like volcanoes.

I said it was logical. That bitch Ione introduced Baruch to Hopkins. She bragged about it all the time. And she’s a Stalinist, I’m sure of that. She joined the Mexican Communist Party just when it was becoming a nest of Stalinist pigs, and she helped them expel you, Diego, when you began speaking up and supporting Trotsky. Here in New York, Ione kept weeping like a Magdalena when people even associated her with Trotsky.

Baruch made a twisted smile. He said nothing, but he didn’t have to. His damned face the colour of rancid cheese made it all clear.

I told him all the things I had heard about Hopkins when I was researching for my painting. His New Deal policies and his membership in the gringo’s Socialist Party. Of course he is red. Of course! But I always assumed he would be on the side of Trotsky. Only puercos can support Stalin! Although, now that I think about it, that pinche Hopkins really sounded like a swine.

I asked Baruch how could he possibly support a man like Stalin, after the famines and the purges and the assassinations. Stalin leaves all the Soviet farmers to starve. Those people grow all the grain and dig all the coal with their own hands, and then they starve or freeze to death, because that hijo de la chingada Stalin sells everything to Europe and to the Nazi troops!

Baruch sucked at his cigar, and I think he mumbled something like, Better them than our own people.

I thought he was going to squeeze my wrist harder, but he just let go of me and sat back, smiling. He reminded me of you, Dieguito, smacking your lips after eating a chicozapote.

I remember exactly what he said then. Mrs Rivera, I don’t mean to insult you, but I’ve discussed Stalin and the finest points of socialism with the brightest minds on the planet. I’m not going to have that debate with you. Trotsky may have given you very compelling arguments under the bedsheets (yes, we all know of your liaisons with him), but what he says and what he really stands for are totally different things. Thankfully, Hopkins understood that very early on, when he was still at the Department of Agriculture.

Baruch said that Hopkins attended several … they called them ‘study groups’. He didn’t give me the names of the men Hopkins met there, but he said that those ‘study groups’ were the breeding ground for Hopkins’s network. Some of those men are now in the highest seats of the yanqui government, Diego. Hopkins himself gave them senior posts in his Employment Relief Administration. Clever rat.. And surely he and Baruch get tonnes of money too, directly from Moscow, to fund the vejete’s limo and his cigars and his leather seats.

I told him just that, and Baruch told me not to be such a persinada. A ‘prude,’ he said. He reminded me that you received handsome sums for your services to Trotsky, mostly from Russian oligarchs and expats. He said, A good chunk of the money for your … florid skirts and your stay in New York has come from Soviet pockets.

I didn’t really need to, but I asked him if Hopkins had broken his engagement with Dorothy because he found out she was spying fro Trotsky.

Baruch laughed, but it was a bitter laugh, Dieguito. He said that Dorothy had been the worst mistake in ‘the poor bastard’s’ life.

I cackled so hard even the driver jumped on his seat. I shouted, She was his worst mistake?

Baruch grunted like he was a bulldog and I had just pulled his tail.

He said that Hopkins really did love Dorothy. That he still did, even after her death. That it tore him apart to find out she was a mole.

Baruch said that it tore him too. That Dorothy was lovely in every sense. Great legs, of course, but also smart and warm and confident. I truly enjoyed our chats. And she never lost that hint of vulnerability that in my opinion makes everyone, male or female, all the more attractive. The pendejete eyed me for a moment, as if saying, ‘You could use some of that quality.’

He said he always knew there was something more about her. Something dark. Even if she played the part perfectly well (perhaps the only part she was ever good at): East Coast socialite with a tragic past, trying to find some protection in the world. And they all swallowed it, at least for a little while. That bitch Clare and Hopkins in particular. Baruch said their names as if they were the true victims in all that mess.

He said, She was only supposed to seduce him and get enough evidence to expose him as a Stalinist. Only then … Hopkins proposed, and in one blow ruined his life and effectively sentenced Dorothy to her death.
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Clare jumped up, her heart thumping, suddenly aware that she’d fallen asleep in her day clothes.

She felt the hard bed against her back. The room was cold and dark, and it stank of mould and damp. So it had not been a dream.

As she looked around, Clare became conscious of her sore neck and back, and of how hungry and thirsty she was. To her astonishment, there was a little tray, covered with a cloth, sitting right by the locked door.

When had they come in? Clare shuddered at the thought of Petit Jean slithering into her room, silent like a viper, as she lay in bed.

She went to the tray and found a pot of weak, lukewarm coffee, and a couple of soggy croissants, clearly from the day before. She ate and drank nonetheless. She’d better keep her strength.

She poured herself the last dregs of coffee, cradled the warm cup in her hands and sat on the hard bed, as the events of the previous night crept back into her head.

Between all the noise, all the names and all the facts, two faces surfaced like creatures from a lagoon. Baruch … and Hopkins.

Of course. Of course Hopkins was a Stalinist agent. How could she not have seen it before? It had always been out in the open – his socialist views and his intrigues to ensure that the US produced arms in time to supply the Soviets.

Stalin won’t play ball.

Of course he wouldn’t. Stalin’s alliance with Hitler had always been feeble at best, both men constantly expecting the other to turn against them. Now it was clear that the Americans would look after Stalin and Soviet interests. They had been setting the stage for Stalin’s great betrayal, Hopkins on the political front, Baruch in the stock markets that financed the entire operation. No wonder he had recruited her to spy. Baruch naturally would have needed the first-hand intel.

And the game was being played on both sides. No wonder Wallis had been so desperate to confirm Hopkins’s link to that Adamec agent.

Someone must have blown his cover, Clare thought. Someone must have exposed him as the Stalinist spy he was, hence his fleeing back to Russia without explanation.

Clare gasped. Could it have been Dorothy herself?

She pictured her in the air, falling and falling, her black velvet dress billowing like a shroud.

‘Poor, silly girl,’ she mumbled, not sure whether she was talking about Dorothy or herself.

Clare could only wonder – not that Wallis and the duke and the Führer himself finally knew what had been happening behind the American stage – what would they do with that information?
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Baruch told me that Dorothy accepted on the spot, but she made Hopkins swear they’d keep it secret. He never understood why. Maybe she was waiting for further instructions from you and the Trotskyists.

Baruch cackled, so loudly I felt pins and needles up and down my spine. Can you imagine that, Mrs Rivera? Merely a few months ago, the United States of America was a hair’s breadth away from having a Stalinist president and a Trotskyist first lady!

You knew all that, Diego. Of course you knew. And I’m sure that Dorothy paid for that huacalito in Hampshire House with money Trotsky sent her through you. Perhaps you put some of your own money into that too.

And do you know who exposed Dorothy to them? Your dear zorra Ione Robinson! That damned whore! She must have heard all the details about Dorothy’s life from Noguchi and from Clare. I’m sure the pendejos didn’t even know how many beans they were spilling. To them it must have been just hot chismorreo over their champagne and their martinis.

Of course Hopkins had to break the engagement as soon as he found out. He took her out to dinner, gave her some furs, and then whispered to her, ‘I know about the vodka, dear.’

Pobrecita Dorothy. The whole idilio ended there and then, and Baruch said he was surprised that she didn’t move out of Hampshire House straight away. Baruch said that right then the Trotskistas stopped sending her money. And by that he meant you, Diego, grandísimo desgraciado.

That made my stomach burn. You tossed her aside as soon as she wasn’t of any use anymore? Could you be such a diabolical hijo de puta? Of course you can.

And of course Dorothy had to beg for money from Clare, but that lagartona refused and went to Baruch (Dios, to the wolf himself!) and begged him to offer Dorothy a job!

The vejete told me he did his best not to laugh in Clare’s face. He did see Dorothy, but to tell her she couldn’t stay in New York. He gave her two thousand dollars (although he told everyone it had been half that) and advised her to buy dresses to kill, pack up her things and rent a nice villa in Florence or the south of France, or wherever she thought she might find a rich husband.

Dorothy, brave, pendejísima Dorothy, took the money, but she teased Baruch about leaving. She said she would think about it!

Baruch growled and chewed at his cigar like a hungry dog. He called her reckless … and the way he said it … it chilled my blood, Diego.

I remember I swallowed, and it felt like a handful of garbanzos clogging in my throat. I asked him if that was the reason she was dead. Being … reckless.

He didn’t answer, and I couldn’t help myself. I asked him if he had met her in the theatre, during the intermedio of Oscar Wilde.

Baruch froze, Diego. Froze. So fucking still like one of those Aztec stone monigotes you keep in the garden. And then he moved closer to me. Like a dark, wobbly mass about to throttle me.

I tried to move away, but my back was already pressed against the damned Cadillac’s door and the handle was poking me at the kidneys. He said, You are just like Dorothy, aren’t you, Frida? You and Clare Luce too. Only you seem to be somewhere in the middle. Not nearly as shrewd as Clare but, I hope for your own sake, not as reckless as Dorothy.

I couldn’t speak. It was a miracle I could breathe.

He grabbed my wrist and pulled me closer. I could feel the heat from his cigar, and for a second I thought he was going to sear my flesh.

I will never forget what he said then.

I have read about you, Mrs Rivera. You’ve had your share of pain and misery. I doubt you’d want any more.

And then he told me to be a ‘good girl’, do his bidding and enjoy my trip to Paris. He knew about that, too. And he said that I should go soon, because, God knows what might be left of it after Hitler has had his way.
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Clare crawled up in bed, her body numb, and saw the hours pass.

Terribly, exasperatingly, painfully slow. The sunlight shifted and the shadows in the room lengthened.

The night came and Clare wondered how long they might keep her there. She thought of the Count of Monte Cristo and his fourteen years locked in the Château d’If, and she could not repress a pathetic whimper.

The answer, at least in part, arrived rather soon.

There was quick rapping at the door, which opened before Clare could even sit up.

Not one but two young maids came in, each as scared as the other. One brought a large tray with crusty bread, a champagne coupe, a red rose and two silver domes. The other brought a porcelain jug with clean water, a towel folded on her arm, and one of Clare’s own suitcases.

Both girls curtsied clumsily, their lips trembling.

‘Quick,’ Petit Jean growled from the shadowy corridor, and the maids started. One left the tray on the bed, and the other left the jug on the basin, along with a little scented soap she pulled from her apron.

Clare wanted to say something, even if just a quick thank you, but the maids curtsied and rushed away.

‘Eat,’ Petit Jean snarled, pointing at the tray, and he shut the door.

Clare stared at the fine cutlery, the doily and the pristine napkin. So familiar and yet so out of place in that loft.

She could already smell the roast meat, the au jus and the baked potatoes. Her stomach churned after the long hours without food. She tossed the dome aside and devoured the food like there was no tomorrow (there might not be). She bit into the beef fillet and the carrots and the caramelised onions, and rejoiced in the soft potatoes basted in cream and butter. The food warmed her more than the stinking blanket ever could.

She stared dubiously at the champagne, though. The bubbles still rose speedily to the surface, blurry behind the iced glass. It reminded her of that horrid animated scene in Snow White where the evil queen drank her own ghastly potion to turn herself into an old hag.

Clare decided she did not care. She picked the glass, made a silent toast to the heavens and drank with delight.

‘Hide not thy poison with such sugar’d words,’ she recited to herself, the tingle of the drink adding to the warmth of the food.

But the comfort would be short-lived.

She lifted the second dome on the tray, expecting to see some extravagant dessert, perhaps laden with whipped cream and banned sugar. Instead, she found a small cognac glass, filled almost to the brim. Clare at once recognised the deep bouquet.

Her jaw dropped, and it was as if the duchess were suddenly in the loft, next to her, hissing into her ear, Which would be yours? … Your last drink, dear.

Clare trembled at the memory of her own words – a little glass of Louis XIII. Something to ease me into sleep …

At once she hurled the tray away, the plates and glasses smashing on the floor. A hundred bucks’ worth of cognac splashed on the mucky walls, and the racket of the cutlery mixed with Clare’s own screams.

Petit Jean shouted something through the door, but Clare did not care. She simply curled up on the bed, whimpering and pulling at her hair.

Wallis Simpson had sent her her last supper, and Clare had savoured it like a lamb does its last handful of hay.
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We stopped then, Diego, and I saw that we were back to the crowded street behind the theatres.

I can’t tell you, panzón, how relieved I was when the driver opened the door for me. I jumped out of the Cadillac like a little sparrow just released from a trap, and I almost fell on my knees. The driver grabbed my arm just in time, and he led me to a nearby taxi.

He told the taxi driver, A li’l tipsy, this one. He asked him to take me back to my hotel, gave him a wad of dollars and pushed me into the back seat.

I looked back while the taxi drove away, and saw the glow of Baruch’s cigar one last time. Ay, Diego, I burst into tears like I hadn’t done since I found you in bed with Cristina. Rage and anger and fear and pain. The gringo asked me if I needed anything, but I just told him to take me to my hotel as quickly as he could.

Back there, I limped across the lobby like a lame goat. People saw me and offered help, but I didn’t even look at them.

I locked my door and blocked it with a chair, and the first thing I did was inject myself with some morphine. Maravillosa, Dieguito. And then I dropped onto the floor, with the syringe still in my hand and my back against the door. I was exhausted in every way. I had cried myself dry, and my arms and legs felt as limp as wilted huauzontles.

It took me God knows how long to realise that Dorothy’s painting had been right in front of me the whole time: sitting on the easel, with all those pale faces floating around the Hampshire House building, like nasty ghosts and calaveras laughing at me.

It might have been the morphine, but I thought I could hear them crawling around the room and telling me what a stupid fool I was. For trusting you. For going about New York thinking I was doing something ‘of consequence’, like Oscar Wilde would have said.

I am nothing, Diego. Nothing. I’m just a flea, a chinche, dancing between monsters and back-stabbing Judases that could crush me any time they wanted to. I paint de la chingada and everyone can see it. You can see it, and you only encourage me because you love me. I know you do, you do love me, like no one else, but still you can’t help treating me like your calzones and sleeping around like a … cuzco? lagartón? There’s not even a word to call men like you! And it looks like that’s the best and only love I will ever have.

The ghosts laughed louder when I thought of that. Hopkins louder than anyone else, with his monkey eyes and his sparse elote hairs.

I leapt to my feet and knocked the panel off the easel. I stamped on it, wailing like la Llorona, but I messed up my own ankles more than I did the painting.

I reached for some rags and the turpentine, and I dropped on my knees and wiped off all the faces – Dorothy, Hopkins, Gardner Hale, the pinche cabrón Fred Astaire and the damned bitch Clare too. But they kept laughing at me, louder even, and it was like they were fanning the fire inside my chest.

I screamed, went for a knife and scraped the gesso off down to the board, like a butcher cleaning a carcass all the way to the bone. Especially that golden view inside her apartment window. I scraped and scratched until my hands ached, and then I dropped on my buttocks, exhausted and drained.

I stared at it, Diego. Las ruinas. The wreck. Nothing left on the panel other than the outline of the building and Dorothy’s now faceless body, surrounded by shreds of gesso and smears of wet paint. Pools of turpentine on the carpet. Torn rags around my feet. My toes were bleeding by then, like my knuckles.

Even then, in my exhaustion, a little voice in my head told me that I had ruined my best painting for Paris. The least ugly, I should say. No matter how hard I worked, it would never be ready on time. I would have to exhibit it as a sad work in progress: something out of a schoolgirl’s sketch-pad. A scribble even a child couldn’t be bothered finishing.

I took a few deep breaths, pulled myself up and began clearing my mess, but then something happened, Dieguito. Something beautiful.

As soon as I wiped off the pathetic, amorphous cartoon I had smeared on the panel … I finally saw her.

It was like an accident, but there she was: her silhouette clearly delineated within my scratches and my smudges, as if I had achieved more with stabs and smears than with my most delicate brushstrokes.

I jumped to it like a spring, put the board back on the easel and looked for the sandpaper. I was smoothing out the gesso when one of the porters knocked on my door. He said the other guests had heard my screams and he came to see if I was well. I told him to go to la chingada and, while he was there, to get me a pot of very strong coffee.

It was one of those nights, Dieguito. You know them very well. When your art calls you and it’s stronger than your body and your mind and your very soul, and all you can do is give in and paint.

I only had black-and-white photographs of Dorothy, but still I mixed the colours of her skin with no trouble: mostly white, with some ochre, a little burnt sienna, a touch of crimson and just a tiny, tiny speck of ultramarine blue, to cool down the pinkish hue.

There were only a few hints of my tracing left on the board, enough to guide me but not enough to constrain me. I caressed her cheeks with the brush, the shadow turning so gently into the light. I could tell from the pictures that her skin must have been turgid, almost iridescent. She had no dangerous angles, somebody had said. I turned the panel so I could see her vertically, and I worked on the shadows under her nose. What a beautiful, perfect nose she had. That little area, the upper lip and the shadowed cheek, which I always avoid in my frontal portraits, turned out perfectly, Diego. As did her lips: they were rounded, sensual little things, and I spread the crimson and the burnt umber, imagining that the brush was my little finger running leisurely along the real thing. I also used burnt umber for her brows, thin like traces of India ink against the white of her skin.

I panted, truly panted as I filled her eyes with the colours Nicky helped me mix, wishing I could have seen them alive, even if only once, even if just for a second. Her eyes looked back at me at last. Only they weren’t hers. They were mine.

And I added just a hint of a tear. Tiny. So that people could only see it if they stared really closely.

I tossed the brush onto the floor and I stared at her, pleased, for hours and hours, until the first rays of sunshine filtered through my curtains and the last cup of coffee went cold in my hands.

How much of her was her, and how much of her was simply me, using her tragedy to capture my own anger? Silly me. I knew the answer very well.

I could hear people, maids and porters, walking up and down the corridor, bringing breakfast trays and pressed clothes. The world was waking up, renewed, beginning one more day for us, the lucky ones who could still breathe in and sip our coffees and feel the soft slippers under our feet.

Viva la vida, I said to myself.

And then, tired as I was, I mixed crimson red with a touch of umber and began working on Dorothy’s blood.
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A banging on the door awakened her.

Clare sat up like a spring, her heart suddenly pounding. The loft was in shadows, only a pallid gleam coming in through the window. It must have been just before sunrise.

She barely had time to register the fact, though. Right after the rapping, the door opened and someone switched on the lightbulb. Clare instinctively covered her chest with the blanket, despite being fully dressed. Her clothes were now crumpled and seeped in sweat.

The smoking man was the first to come in, biting a cigar as ever. He held both hands behind his back, clearly concealing something. Petit Jean and another man followed him closely, the latter bringing one of Clare’s overcoats.

‘Good morning, Madame Luce,’ the smoker said, eyeing the shattered plates with a mocking grin. ‘Please wash your face. We’re going on a ride.’

Clare frowned. ‘What?’

‘Wash your face,’ the man snarled, his hands still hidden. ‘Or else we’ll wash it for you.’

Clare saw her own breath steaming up before her eyes, and she could only oblige. She used the scented soap the maid had left the night before. Lavender. The sweet smell was like a caress, and after she rinsed, the third man passed her the towel. Clare blushed a little. She had never washed herself in the presence of strange men.

The smoker nodded at the towering Petit Jean. ‘Frisk her. We don’t want any surprises.’

Petit Jean came closer than ever. He stank of cheap tobacco, sweat and garlic. Clare jolted with sheer nausea as the man groped her liberally, and she felt a small tear roll slowly down her cheek. She held her breath and only exhaled when the man took a step back. The third man handed her the coat, and Clare nearly wept as she put it on: it still smelled of Chanel No. 5, and the soft muslin lining and ivory buttons were stark reminders of everything she was about to lose.

She deliberately took as long as possible, fearing what might come next.

The smoker finally pulled out what he’d been hiding – a small cloth bag, old and stained, with a drawstring. He opened it and approached Clare with a sinister smile. She tried to pull away, but Petit Jean held her firmly by the shoulders.

‘No!’ she begged, as the man put the bag over her head. ‘No, please!’

No one spoke. The man simply rolled the bag down and pulled the string almost to the point of strangling her. Someone else held up her wrists, and she felt something cold around them. They were binding her hands with a leather belt. Clare panted in fear.

‘Walk,’ the smoker told her, pushing her forwards. Petit Jean never let go of her, his thick hand like a clamp on her shoulder.

They pushed her into the corridor, which, unsurprisingly, was slightly less cold than the loft. They took several turns until Petit Jean pulled her shoulders.

‘Careful on the steps,’ the smoker said, and Petit Jean guided Clare’s hand to a cold metal banister. She must have been at the top of a spiral staircase. Clare didn’t remember coming this way.

‘Down,’ the smoker said, and Clare clung to the icy rail. She felt for the steps, one by one, in a tortuous descent that seemed to last forever. She missed her footing a couple of times, a nasty wave of vertigo sending prickles down her spine, but Petit Jean never loosened his grip.

‘Stop,’ the smoker finally said. Clare felt a flat hard floor under her heels heard the jingling of keys, and then the creak of what must be a wide, rusty gate opening.

The early morning air hit her legs and hands, bringing with it the tasty smell of the Parisian bakeries.

Clare heard a running motor, and then a car door opening, just as Petit Jean led her forwards and then pushed her head down. She still hit her forehead on the frame as she entered the car, and failed to supress a whimper.

It appeared to be a large, sumptuous vehicle, with cushioned seats and the scent of leather. Petit Jean jumped in and sat to her left, his stench overpowering any other smells. Another man opened the opposite side door and sat to her right.

The smoker took the front passenger seat and grumbled something unintelligible to the anonymous driver. The car moved on, and no other words were said.

Clare tried to follow the turns, the Paris map very clear in her head, but the car took several turns in quick succession, clearly to confuse her. And it worked.

Clare simply sat there, flanked by the two malodorous men, tied and blindfolded, and very soon fell into despair. Her tears, her sweat and her damp breath soaked the bag, and then the cloth stuck to her face, making it hard to breathe.

The car stopped turning much sooner than she expected, and continued in what must have been an almost straight line. By then she couldn’t possibly discern the direction.

She could not even think anymore. A solid panic pressed on her, numbing her legs and her fingers and dulling her brain. Even the faces of Henry and Ann seemed to blur in her mind.

Clare felt slight bumps on the road, and then there were a few more turns, but she did not care to keep track of them. She was not sure she wanted the car to stop, but when it finally did, her heart skipped a beat.

This was it. The end of all things.

The car doors opened almost at the same time, and Petit Jean pulled her out as though she were a rag doll.

Her shoes sank into soft ground. She heard the songs of birds and the rustle of trees, and she smelled moss and conifers.

They couldn’t have travelled too far, she thought. It was still early, and the air only a tad warmer and laden with humidity.

Petit Jean pulled her forwards, and Clare opened her eyes wide, trying desperately to see through the cloth. She could only make out tiny specks of light through the weave, but she had a good inkling as to their location.

They must be at the Bois de Vincennes, the largest park in Paris, where – she shuddered – the Duke of Windsor had his official post. He’s out in Vincennes to see the general, Wallis had said at the Imperial suite.

Hadn’t it been there, Clare wondered, near the Château de Vincennes, where French troops had executed the spy Mata Hari during the Great War? Clare began panting, recalling her school lessons. Mata Hari had refused to be bound and blindfolded, and she had blown kisses to the firing squad before they shot her. Clare knew she wouldn’t show such courage.

Petit Jean made her stop. Her right foot plunged into soft mud, some of it seeping into her shoe, but Clare stayed put.

She heard some whispers, strange voices she did not recognise or understand. Petit Jean at last let go of her arm, and the smoker spoke a little too close for comfort.

‘Don’t move, Madame,’ he commanded, and then made a nauseating sound, puffing at his cigar with wet lips. ‘Believe me, it won’t do you any good.’

That was all.

Clare heard him walk away, his footsteps and those of his men muffled by the mossy ground. She still heard soft, distant whispers, and she pictured a large squadron of French traitors lined in front of her, all armed with rifles and making the Nazi salute.

She stood perfectly still. Waiting. Simply waiting. She felt her heart pounding, the prickles in her fingers. Her body swayed in the wind, and she nearly lost her balance. She felt her tears flowing copiously and uncontrollably down her face. The bag must look like a wet, disgusting mess, jerking erratically with her silent sobs.

Could someone have held Dorothy just like this, trembling and scared, by the windowsill, before giving a final push? Would she have felt this cold on that bleak October morning? Would she have been this lonely? This frightened?

How very much alike they had always been, Clare thought. Both desperate for greatness. Both reckless. Both willingly stepping into the wolf’s jaws. And she seemed to be there now, feeling the tips of the fangs only just touching her tender skin, not knowing when the beast would have mercy and sink its teeth into her flesh.

There were footsteps then. Clare whimpered. Swallowed.

The steps came closer, louder and quicker. Clare instinctively lifted her tied hands, in a pathetic attempt to protect her body.

A thick hand grabbed her by the arm, and Clare shrieked in terror as another pulled the bag up, so violently the cloth tore.

The sun momentarily blinded her, and then she saw a face, wide and pale, a mere inch from hers.

Henry.

Henry Luce.

Her Henry.

Chubby, grey and saggy. Her Henry.

Clare had to blink several times, unable to think or breathe. ‘Are you all right?’ he panted, but Clare could not speak, or nod, or react.

‘Are you all right?’ he said again, shaking her. Clare finally managed to draw air in, her mouth wide open, making gagging sounds as she recovered her breath in short, loud bursts.

‘My dear!’ Henry wept, wrapping her in a crushing embrace.

Clare was too confused to weep. ‘What –? How’d you –? How?’

‘I was in London. On my way to Paris. To surprise you. But then … I’ll tell you later.’ Henry gently pulled away to examine her, rubbing her arms for warmth, and then made haste to untie her hands. ‘Did they harm you?’

Clare managed to shake her head to one side. Henry dropped the belt, rubbed Clare’s freezing fingers and then cupped her cheek in a gloved hand.

‘Good,’ he said. He gave her a quick kiss on the forehead and put an arm around her shoulders. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

Only then did Clare look at the surroundings.

They were at Vincennes, but far away from the Châteauturned-prison and the general’s headquarters. There were only thick woods around, crossed by a narrow, unpaved road. There were four cars parked by the edge, and Henry led her to the furthest one – a grey Delage, with the engine running and no driver.

Clare could not help peering at the three other cars, parked in a semicircle, surrounding what looked like a pile of rubble. She had to look twice before she realised that those were her suitcases and trunks, wide open, their contents spread on the muddy ground. Clare recognised her clothes, shoes and undergarments, and also her longhand notes, her reference books and her typed reports … for Bernard Baruch.

A chubby man seated at a small portable table was going through them, apparently sorting them into two piles.

The smoker stood by the papers, watching them as if they were rotting manure. He puffed at his cigar and shook his head ominously. Clare had to look away. All her investigations, all her conversations in Italy and France, all her notes on Wallis …

‘They said the duke had a message for you,’ Henry whispered in a bemused tone as they reached the car. ‘Tell Madame Luce that Her Grace does not have a manly jaw.’

Something shifted in his face as he said that. He clenched his teeth, and then his lips. He helped Clare to the passenger’s seat and then rushed to take the steering wheel, slamming his door shut.

He drove off, sluggishly at first, and Clare had time to look back and watch the men go through all her papers and personal effects with surgical focus. They crumpled some pages and tossed them aside; they trampled carelessly on others. Only once had Clare felt more intimately violated, and yet she could not take her eyes off of them, until the road bent slightly and she lost them in the woods.

She turned again, hugging herself, and took several deep breaths. Henry picked up speed, his leather gloves gripping the wheel. He smelled of sandalwood and bay rum, scents that took Clare right back to the comforts of home. She felt a surge of warmth in her chest.

‘I’m really fine, Henry,’ she muttered. ‘They just –’

‘What did Baruch tell you?’ he snarled, and Clare again found herself at a loss.

‘So-sorry?’

‘What did that damned crook tell you to make you come here?’

Clare jumped in her seat. ‘What! How … how did you know?’

‘First tell me,’ he demanded, and Clare, far too drained to argue, told him everything – the blackmailing, the implied threats on Henry and possibly on Ann too, the three assignments …

Henry listened to it all, his frown deepening with each sentence, until he began wringing the wheel as if it were someone’s neck.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he asked, but without compassion or worry. He was gnashing his teeth.

‘What do you mean?’ Clare said. ‘He implied horrible things might happen to you if I didn’t do what he said! I couldn’t possibly –!’

‘That wasn’t all, was it? It was your affair with him too.’

Clare let out a throaty exhalation, her chest on fire. ‘How can you ask me that right now? I just thought those damned Nazis were about to kill me! How can you –?’

‘Of course it was!’ Henry growled, shaking his head. ‘Of course! You would have come to me otherwise.’ He looked Clare straight in the eye, but she could not hold his stare. ‘What does he have on you? Photographs of you sitting on his lap? Letters?’

‘Stop it!’ Clare hissed, covering her face. ‘You have no idea …’

Henry kept shaking his head. He was reeling, but he’d never be downright cruel to her.

‘I could have helped,’ he said, and then dropped his shoulders. He was exhausted too.

They sat in silence until they reached the edge of the Vincennes forest and the first creamy buildings of Paris were visible on the horizon. Clare didn’t want to talk; she wanted simply to sleep. To eat. To wash … To get drunk and to forget. But she also needed to know.

‘How did you know about Baruch and all the –?’

‘Three in the morning,’ he interjected, spitting on the windscreen at every consonant. ‘Two nights ago, I was sleeping in London and got this urgent call from Paris. They told me to meet some fella right away, by the Wellington Arch. You know, half a mile from Belgravia and the … German embassy.’ Henry gulped. ‘They said they had you. I thought it was a prank, but the scamp on the line read aloud one of the wires I sent you. The one where I said I might join you if things got tense on this side. I knew they were telling the truth.

‘And so I went, and met this English chap who claimed to be an envoy of none other than –’

‘Joachim von Ribbentrop,’ Clare interjected, and Henry nodded.

‘He told me everything you’d been disclosing to the Duchess of Windsor just hours prior. Details of the French defences and how their antitank troops are useless. Details on Harry Hopkins and his dealings with some Soviet agents. And they gathered you’d been sent by Baruch.’

‘Did they?’ Clare shrieked. ‘How?’

‘Not really an enigma after they went through your damned little notebook.’

Henry took a deep breath and slowed down. His voice dropped.

‘I … I had to bargain for you.’

‘Bargain?’

‘Yes.’

‘How?’

Henry puffed out his cheeks. Only then did Clare notice how sunken his eyes were.

‘We’ll be forever linked to these people. Not only will we have to keep all these details quiet; I’ll have to make myself available whenever they need any … sensitive information I may have, given our connections to Roosevelt and Baruch and everyone in the American press. We will never sleep in peace again.’

‘What! Why did you agree to that?’

‘Would you have preferred the alternative, dear? They were going to kill you. And they said it wasn’t going to be … clean. They threatened to hurt Ann too.’ They hit a bump on the road, and their heads almost hit the roof. ‘I asked for some guarantees, of course. They agreed to none. We’re going to have to trust them.’ Henry again grunted. ‘They’re only granting us a single thing, and I nearly had to beg for it on my knees.’

‘What?’

‘That they give us a chance to get out of France before it’s too late.’

Those words were like a stab in the chest. Clare brought a trembling hand to her lips.

‘Too late? God! Does that mean …?

‘Yes. The invasion of France will start imminently, now that they’ve had the weak points along the Maginot Line confirmed by two independent sources: the Duke of Windsor – and you.

‘Also, thanks to all this mess, Hitler now knows he won’t have Stalin in his pocket forever, so his best choice is to secure the western front as fast as he can. Only then can he turn all his energies to the east, and it wouldn’t surprise me if he is looking for other allies as we speak. He might even try to strike an alliance with Hirohito. And again – we can’t warn anyone, or they’ll come after us. I thought I might call Delano, so he could quietly prepare things. Alas – no. It’s too dangerous.’

‘Invasion,’ Clare mumbled, and then covered her face with both hands. ‘Oh, God … oh, God. So … when will they – When?’

Henry let out an exhausted sigh. He had already worked it out, perhaps even pictured it as clearly as one of his military maquettes. ‘Next new moon, I would say, to make the most of the dark. So, mid-May?’

Clare sat back, momentarily shocked. ‘So soon? Really?’

‘Yes. They’ll strike as swiftly as a chameleon’s tongue,’ Henry said, and then shook his head. ‘What a mess … what a mess …’

Clare felt stunned, as though he’d punched her right on the chin.

Suddenly she envied Dorothy. The peace of her grave. Her freedom. Clare and her family – they’d be marionettes forevermore. Prisoners in gilded cages.

She caught her own reflection in the rearview mirror. Her hair tangled and bristly, her lips cracked, clumps of two-day-old mascara still clinging to her lashes, her pale cheeks smeared with tears and dribble and snot.

The abomination she had become, staring back at her like a silent judge as the car bounced on down the road.

That face, those eyes, would be her constant companions for the rest of her days, haunting her with the memory of all the horrors she had just unleashed.



 

MASSIVE NEW NAZI OFFENSIVE
Germans claim occupation of Brussels, Malines, Louvain

Today the German attack developed on a massive scale […]

The Maginot Line has been broken over a front of 62 miles. […] 12,000 prisoners, including two generals and numerous guns, have been captured.

[…]

General Gamelin, Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Forces, last night issued the following order:

“The fate of our country and that of our Allies, the destinies of the world depend on the battle now in progress.” *

 

PARIS LOST
City of Drawn Blinds

Hitler’s headquarters announced the fall of Paris in this special communiqué:

“The complete collapse of the whole French front between the Channel and the northern end of the Maginot Line at Montmedy has rendered void the original intention of the French to defend Paris.

“The French, therefore, proclaimed Paris an open city and abstained from defending it. […]

“Along the whole front from Paris to the Maginot line near Sedan, the French are in full retreat.” †



* From Daily News London, 18 May 1940.

† From Daily Herald, 15 June 1940.




V

VARNISH

‘Eternity’ is a very large word
– charming because incomprehensible.
GARDNER HALE, FRESCO PAINTING



The Casa Azul Files

Telegram from Frida Kahlo to Clare Boothe Luce
Coyoacán, September 5th, 1939

Dear Mrs Luce,

I have received the check for four hundred Dlls from Mr. Nickolas Muray for which I thank you very much.

I hope the picture pleased you, I tried my best to do what I felt.

Sinceramente,

Frida Kahlo.



1939

Late August

‘Stop moving, Clare! Or I’ll make you look like Quasimodo.’

‘Oh, just shush and chisel on. That thing still looks like the Himalayas.’

‘Honestly, dear, your nose was fine. I don’t know why you had to have that done to you. And now you’re making me ruin a marble masterpiece.’

‘Speaking of which, can you still do the work on that damned Kahlo painting? It’s over there.’

‘Yes, I saw it. It’s going to be difficult to match the background colour. I think she mixed the pigments herself. And it looks like she also sanded the gesso several times before she –’

‘It doesn’t have to be perfect. I don’t really care. No one will see it while I’m alive.’

‘Right. Besides your name – do you also want me to paint out Bernie Baruch?’

‘Bernie Ba –? What? He’s nowhere in that painting!’

‘Oh, he is.’

‘Where?’

‘Central window. Like a little shadow to the left. Unmistakable profile: dangling cheeks, stooped head, nose like a fish hook. I could make him look darker, more like a shadow, or – I said don’t move!’

‘Where? Show me.’

‘Here. Looks like he’s holding a hammer too.’

‘Bah! You’re seeing things. But … just in case … yes, make him look like a shadow.’




[image: illustration]


Frida Kahlo, El suicidio de Dorothy Hale (The Suicide of Dorothy Hale), 1939.
Oil on Masonite with painted frame. Collection of Phoenix Art Museum,
Gift of an anonymous donor (1960.20).




Epilogue

San Ángel, southwest Mexico City

The Judases rocked gently in the soft afternoon breeze.

Vast papier-mâché demons, skeletons and diabolical goats were suspended from the high concrete ceiling with thin wire, almost as though they were flying. Like true spectres, they did not cast a single shadow on Diego Rivera’s studio.

The entire house had been designed for that purpose. The enormous glass wall, six metres high, faced magnetic north to catch the best indirect light throughout the day. A beacon of modernity. An art factory. With state-of-the-art electrical installations and waste disposal. Or so his architect Juanito O’Gorman had said.

Diego looked at the wide windowpanes with satisfaction. The curtains, made of thick denim to regulate the light, were rolled all the way up. Behind the glass shone the deep blue of the sky and the emerald greens of the cacti fence that flanked his garden.

He could sit behind his canvases from dusk to dawn and never have to shift to catch the best of the daylight. Neither did he have to rush through the seasons. This wasn’t Paris or England or New York. The length of the days hardly varied at all throughout the year. Same with the temperature. Mexico City was blessed with clean dry air, a mild, bright, everlasting spring.

There, sitting by his latest work in progress in his favourite overalls, clasping three different brushes with his thick hand, and with a small Talavera decanter full of cold curado de piña by his side, only one thing annoyed him – that damned blob of titanium white on his palette.

He detested the stuff, but he couldn’t find lead white anywhere anymore. Banned for being poisonous.

Tóxico mis calzones, Diego mumbled, mixing the thick paint with furious dashes of the spatula.

He missed lead white so much. It had its own feeling. It was gentle, nuanced, and it had that lovely semitransparency that let the layers underneath shine through as it dried. Titanium white was a brash, vulgar splodge that obscured everything it touched. The name itself sounded like something out of those horrid Asimov novels.

And it annoyed him particularly because – well, that was how entire worlds perished. One thing at a time.

They banned a pigment. Your dry cleaner closed. They chopped down the old tree you used to climb as a child. They stopped wrapping sweets in cucuruchos of newspaper … And so on and so forth, and before you knew it there was nothing left of that old world but your memories. And one day you would be gone too, and then there would be no one left alive who’d remember any of that ever existed.

An entire universe – wiped out not by force or cataclysm but by simple wear and tear.

And it didn’t help that everyone around him kept dying.

Trotsky was dead, his skull split open by an ice axe, the blow given by one of his alleged friends. How quickly the world had forgotten his cause. Most of Trotsky’s essay books were already out of print, the old copies sold by weight in the Librería de Viejo.

Roosevelt was dead. Brain haemorrhage, the poor devil. Dead only a little more than two weeks before Hitler was kind enough to blow his brains out.

Harry Hopkins was dead. 1946. Only one year after Delano, succumbing to that awful cancer that had drained him for the better part of a decade (or so Dorothy had once said). A certain form of ironic justice, Diego had thought: In ’43, when the Soviets were buying uranium oxide from anyone in the world willing to sell it, Hopkins had expedited shipments through his Lend-Lease programme. Tons of the stuff had been sent off to Russia by some company called Chemator Inc. All in broad daylight, with Hopkins’s blessing! The two-faced bastard. Diego’s stomach still turned when he watched footage from the Yalta Conference where the ‘Big Three’ had decided the future of post-war Europe. Hopkins could be seen in the background, striding casually between Churchill, Delano and Stalin.

Clare Boothe Luce, the one woman Diego ever thought might be able to expose Hopkins, was still alive and thriving: elected congresswoman for Connecticut as the war raged, then overseeing the liberation of the Nazi concentration camps, and currently the Yankees’ first female ambassador to Italy. However, Diego had heard that all her politiquerías were a mere distraction, that the woman had been completely broken since the death of her only daughter – the poor, gorgeous Ann. Car crash. Just as the girl was driving back to college after vacationing with her mother. She had been nineteen. Diego still wondered if that had been an accident or if, perhaps, Mrs Luce had heard or said something she shouldn’t have. Poor Ann, after all, had been killed on an 11th of January – Dorothy Hale’s birthday. Coincidence? The universe sending a signal? Diego didn’t believe in such things. No wonder the woman had turned to the church, the games of power, and had more contacts and influence everywhere as the years passed. What a great recruit she would have been. Diego sighed, the parade of ghosts continuing on in his head.

Stalin, the almighty Stalin, was dead! Who would have thought that the messianic man could die? Who would have thought that millions of starving Soviets would flock like bees from every corner of the union to cry over his grave? (Some desgraciados never learn, Diego had grunted when he saw the photos from Moscow.)

The Mexican Communist Party was nearly dead too, now that the Soviet money had found stronger allies in Cuba.

Even muralism was dead, snuffed out in the wind like all the artistic movements before and after. Diego thought that frescos would be different, everlasting, like the stone they’d been painted on. But in the end it proved to be just another trend; killed off, in Mexico at least, by that cabrón of a president Ávila Camacho, with his ultra-conservative government and his dreams of a capitalist utopia.

And Frida … Oh, his dear, dear Frida … Dead too. Only two years ago, at forty-seven. Still a chiquilla. But probably for the best.

Her last few years had been a torment, with her amputated leg and the never-ending succession of spine surgeries. The morphine, the alcohol and the pain finally took their toll on her mind, and she started sketching smudged effigies of Joseph Stalin willy-nilly. Most of those images Diego had managed to destroy. That ghastly, pathetic-looking self-portrait had survived, though; the one Frida had painted in her last days, with a hand so infirm her eyes and brows were sad smears of thick paste. Diego had only kept it because Frida, stupefied with opiates, had cried how much she loved it. One of the last times he’d seen her smile. Diego himself preferred her very last painting: those open watermelons she had worked on for weeks. They were so lush and vibrant, with a red so intense it seemed the canvas was lit from behind. Simple and yet striking, just like their creator.

Viva la Vida, she had inscribed on them, as if the words had been carved on the juicy, succulent pulp. Against a dull, cloudy background that very much reminded him of the clouds of El Greco, the fruits stood out even brighter.

Viva la Vida …

‘Are you all right, Don Diego?’ the young woman asked. ‘You haven’t moved for a while.’

Diego looked up and couldn’t help but smile.

Silvia Pinal, Silvita, was still posing there. A sinuous, willowing angel with olive skin, dark blond hair, piercing brown eyes and features so symmetrical, so harmonious, she could well have been sculpted by the Greeks. Surrounded by the gigantic papier-mâché demons and a portrait almost twice her height, however, the young woman seemed dwarfed.

Diego smiled at her, the creases around his droopy eyes and sagging cheeks deepening.

‘This pinche new colour, Silvita,’ he said. ‘But don’t worry, I’ll tame it for you.’

Diego had offered to paint her portrait for free. Silvita still insisted she’d pay, but Diego would have none of that.

You’d be perfect for a nude, Diego had told her, but Silvita had gracefully refused.

You can choose my dress, though, she had offered, still with some of that youthful shyness that endeared everyone at the cinema. Diego liked that very much – the young girl addressing the old master. And then she let Diego come and go along her endless wardrobe, full of silks and muslins and furs. Mexican cinema, after all, was in its brief golden age.

Diego had almost picked a semitranslucent white frock, with frills and black embroidery that reminded him of the jarochas of Veracruz. Very similar to the one María Felix had chosen to pose for him. (She hadn’t paid either, and not a single commission had resulted from that.) But then Diego found something much more striking.

Silvita happened to own a close-fitting, black velvet dress. A femme fatale, Madame X type of cut.

‘You’ll look perfect in this,’ Diego had said, and Silvia had been thrilled. ‘And wear your hair pinned up, like those Hollywood stars do.’

Then he had decided he would paint three of her: Silvita herself at the centre, then her reflection in a full-body mirror behind her (why only paint her front when her back had so much to offer?) and finally her shadow projected on the white wall nearby. They had borrowed a large floor lamp from the cinema studios just for that. Many would debate the meaning of the three Silvias, but truth was Diego just wanted to spend more time with her. As much as possible, now that the absences were so heavy in his heart.

‘I thought you were going to tell me more stories of Mussolini in Paris,’ she said with a cheeky smile. She knew it was all lies and bollocks, but she still laughed at Don Diego’s tales. She enjoyed making the old man happy. Delightful, clever girl.

She had just finished filming El inocente with that pendejín Pedro Infante, and what a cock-sucking plot that was: girl’s car breaks down; beefy ranchero comes to the rescue; they marry.

Such beauty, such wit, wasting her talents in churros like that, when she could be anywhere in the world, charming anyone she wanted – or needed.

‘Let’s not talk about that cabrón Mussolini anymore,’ Diego said, blending colours on the canvas with his bare thumb. He looked at Silvia, and his smile widened. The young woman had held her pose for hours, not once twitching or complaining. And this was their fifth session. Such fortitude.

Perhaps there was still some hope for the world. Life renewed. A new era led by new blood. Red blood. They might just need some guidance.

‘Tell me, Silvita … Have you ever made love to another woman?’

Silvia laughed. Not out of nervousness or embarrassment but genuine humour.

‘What is it, Silvita?’

She had to cover her lips for a moment to compose herself. ‘Ay, Don Diego, one of your pupils told me you might ask me that question.’

Diego’s lips parted. ‘Really? Who?’

Silvia twisted her lips. ‘An American girl with a name I can’t remember – something Robinson … like Robinson Crusoe.’ Diego dropped his brush. ‘Ahh, you do know her!’ Diego gulped like a frog swallowing a dragonfly the size of its head. Silvia’s smile widened. ‘She said that if you did, I should offer you a vodka. That you would understand.’




Historical Note

When Hitler launched the Battle of France, the Western powers had the upper hand in terms of the number and quality of armaments, the Germans gaining an advantage thanks to superior strategy and execution. As historian Professor Petropoulos observes: ‘The questions that would logically follow center on whether espionage or indiscretion contributed to this superiority and whether the Windsors were the source of any intelligence.’
ANDREW MORTON, 17 CARNATIONS

This novel is a long compendium of circumstantial evidence.

All the named characters (except for Petit Jean and Billy the porter) are real, including Olivier at the Ritz and Diego’s chalán Manuelito.

Clare Boothe Luce and Wallis Simpson did stay at the Ritz at the same time in 1940. In her book Europe in the Spring, Clare mentions spotting her at an improvised ‘foyer or canteen which dispensed quantities of goodies to the soldiers’. It is also true that Clare instigated Wallis being named Person of the Year in Time magazine, and she and Henry Luce did have dinner with the Windsors shortly after. Given the connection, I find it nearly impossible to believe that the two women did not speak at all, and the brevity with which Clare mentions her in her book is intriguing.

Both Clare and the Duke of Windsor were given private tours of the Maginot Line. Both got there through charm, and both found the French defences lacking.

All the details about Clare’s affair with Bernie Baruch are real, including all the quotes from the typed letters he uses to blackmail her in my story. Baruch’s links with Stalinists are my own creation but, as mentioned below, not entirely ridiculous. His blackmailing tactics are entirely a figment of my imagination, but he was investigated for war profiteering.

Everything about Ione Robinson is true, based not only on Frida’s letters, but also on Ione’s own memoir A Wall to Paint On, where she herself tells the anecdote with the garden hose, immediately followed by a private reprimand from the Soviet ambassador. Ione indeed knew in person almost all the agents in this book, from Dorothy to Winston Churchill, and it really was her who introduced Harry Hopkins and Bernard Baruch.

Hopkins’s links to the communist underground in the USA are well documented, as are his connections with the Soviet agent Iskhak Akhmerov. The latter posed as a fur merchant under several false names, one of which was Michael Adamec. Hopkins’s pro-Soviet policies, including his facilitating the sale of uranium oxide to the USSR, as well as his comings and goings between Roosevelt and Stalin, are described in depth in the book The Venona Secrets by Herbert Romerstein and Eric Breindel. Hopkins can be spotted in some footage from the Yalta Conference.

Precious little has been written about Gardner Hale, who is nearly always eclipsed by Dorothy’s suicide. I’m sorry to continue the trend, because I found his book Fresco Painting truly inspiring. (I felt genuine goose bumps when I read on the front pages: Copyright, 1933, Dorothy D. Hale.) All the details about Gardner’s personal life, including his divorce and the lawsuit, are based on articles from The New York Times. Only his links to the Italian Mafia are fictitious.

Diego’s portrait of Silvia Pinal is now a much celebrated piece. In her interview for the Canal 22 documentary Memoria viva de ciertos días, she mentioned Diego telling her about Mussolini’s condoms, and he indeed asked her if she had ever made love to another woman. That interview inspired the fictitious encounter between Diego and Clare. Silvita did pose for him wearing a femme fatale dress, strikingly similar to Dorothy Hale’s. Sadly, she passed away in November 2024.

Very, very special thanks go to Maestra Hilda Trujillo, Mexican scholar and director of the Casa Azul for over twenty years. Hilda kindly gave me access to the correspondence between Frida and Diego covering the 1938–1939 period. Most importantly, Hilda encouraged me to just write the damned book and think of the practicalities later (I’ve only slightly misquoted her).

Frida’s real letters not only helped me develop her characteristic voice, but they also inspired the main intrigues within the plot:

Though many books and articles state that Frida and Dorothy were good friends, from Frida’s letters to Diego it is clear this was not the case. Frida never mentions having met Dorothy at all, and even writes: ‘her name was Dorothy Hail – or Hale – I don’t know how they spelled it.’ Frida does tell Diego that Dorothy owned one of his watercolours, dedicated to her, and she opens that paragraph with a rather accusing ‘I don’t know if you will remember her, but …’ Diego, for some reason, does not engage in this topic in his response. He does, as quoted earlier in this book, challenge Frida to recruit Clare Boothe Luce to the socialist cause.

Frida did investigate the forensic side of Dorothy’s death. In this letter, also quoted here, she states that the doctors ‘se admiraron’ or were amazed by the fact Dorothy had no wounds. My plot also follows the changes of composition Frida describes in her letters, and explains, albeit fictitiously, the differences between her sketch (p. 145) and the final version. Her partial destruction of the painting was inspired by the fact that The Suicide was listed in the catalogue for her Paris exhibition but was pulled out at the last minute.

Frida’s suspicions on Ione Robinson being a Stalinist spy are also true, and she mentions this in more than one letter. She also developed a keen interest in Oscar Wilde after her trip to New York, which made me think she might have seen the play by the Stokes brothers.

Other curious facts worth noting:

It was frustrating not being able to include Clare’s torrid affair with Roald Dahl, as that happened after her trip to Europe. It is well documented that Dahl was a spy, wooing Clare because of her enviable connections in US politics.

I could not resist mentioning Wallis Simpson’s Latin cross bracelet. It was one of her most cherished possessions, each cross symbolising a significant event in her relationship with David. In 2010, it was purchased by Madonna.

In November 2025, Frida’s self-portrait El Sueño (la Cama) sold at auction for well over fifty-four million dollars – the highest amount ever paid for a painting by a female artist and for any Latin American work of art. In contrast, Frida Kahlo never achieved her ambitions of financial independence.
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