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4 ISABEL ALLENDE

known her to purchase anything without attempting to obtain a dis-

count-

"While we're here, we'11go and see the head of Joaquin Murieta,"

she told me as we left the Dutchman's studio.

At the opposite end of the square, near the entrance to China-

town, she bought me a cinnamon roll and led me to the door of an

unsanitary tavern. We paid the entrance fee and traversed a long hall-

way to the rear of the locale. There, a scary thug lifted a heavy cur-

tain and we entered a room hung with lugubrious draperies and lit
with altar candles like some ghastly church. There was a table

shrouded in black cloth at one end of the space and atop it sat two

large glass jars. I cannot recall any further details of the d6cor be-

cause I was paralyzed by fright. My mother seemed euphoric even as

I quaked with fear, both hands clutching at her skirts. The first jar

held a human hand floating in a yellowish liquid. The second, a man's

decapitated head with the eyelids sewn shut, lips pulled back, teeth

barred, and hair standing on end.

"Joaquin Murieta was a bandit. A reprobate, like your father. This

is how bandits usually end up," my mother explained.

It goes without saying that I suffered horrible nightmares that

night. I was even feverish, but my mother was of the opinion that un-

less a person was bleeding, there was no need to intervene. The fol-
lowing day, wearing the same dress and the same cursed lace-up boots

that pinched terribly, since I had been forcing my feet into them for
the past tv/o years, we picked up my portrait and walked to the

wealthy part of town, a neighborhood I had never set foot in before.

Cobbled streets wended their way up the hills flanked by stately

homes overlooking rose gardens and tidily trimmed hedges, coach

houses stocked with glossy horses, not a single beggar in sight.

Up to that point, my entire existence had transpired within the

confines of the Mission District, that multicolored, polyglot multi-
tude of emigrants from Germany, Ireland, andltaLy; Mexicans who

had always lived in California; and a considerable cohort of Chileans
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6 ISABEL ALLENDE

voice changes and her singsong tone becomes halting as she spits out

her words. She hadn't said it, but I guessed that this torturous walk to

the wealthy area of town was somehow related to him.

Finall5r, we reached the top of Nob Hill, panting from the effort,

and took in the panoramic view of the city and San Francisco Bay. We

came to a stop in front of the most imposing mansion on the street,

with a marvelous garden hemmed in by a monumental iron fence.

Through the bars, I glimpsed a statue of a fish shooting water from

its mouth into a stone fountain. At the end of the garden an enor-

mous butter-colored house rose up with a columned porch and a

heavy wooden door flanked by two stone lions. My mother said it was

a nouveau riche eyesore, but my mouth hung agape; this must be

what a fairy-talepalace looked like. We stood before the iron gate for
a few minutes catching our breath, as my mother dabbed sweat from

her brow and straightened her hat. Before she could pull the cord to

ring the bell, a man stepped out from a side door, dressed in a black

suit with a starched collar. He crossed the vast expanse of garden and

stopped before us. He did not open the gate. A mere glance was all it
took for him to accurately size us up despite the care my mother had

taken with our appearance.

"How may I help you, madaml" he asked in a haughty British ac-

cent, his lips so tight we could hardly understand him.

"l am here to speak with Mr. Gonzalo Andr6s del Valle," my

mother declared, trying to imitate the man's petulant tone.

"Do you have an appointment with Mr. del Vallel"
"No, but he'll see me."

"I am afraid he is traveling at the moment, madam."

"When will he returnl" my mother asked, somewhat deflated.

"I couldn't say, madam."

The man stared at us for a moment and finally opened the gate,

but he did not invite us in. I suppose he had reached the conclusion

that we did not pose any real threat or maior nuisance, because he

took on a slightly more friendly tone.
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8 ISABEL ALLENDE

content to entertain myself. I was never a nuisance at all, that is until

the strong gale of adolescence churned me up into a true harpy. For-

tunately that phase did not last long. The economic hardship *y
mother referred to in our nightly prayers was irrelevant to me, be-

cause no one around us had more abundance than we did. As for my

hypothetical inheritance, I saw it for what i1q/25-a fairy tale-and
I was careful never to mention it to anyone we knew because they

would have found it laughable. More than anything, I was terrified by

the thought that my mysterious Chilean father, a bandit like Joaquin

Murieta, might one day appear to claim me as his daughter and whisk

me away to some far-off land. I couldn't bear the thought of being

separated from my mother and Francisco Claro, who was and always

will be my only father, even if we do not share the same blood.

But I had better tell the story in its proper order, to avoid confu-

sion. I shall start with my mother, because, to explain who I am, I
have to go back to her and my stepfather, whom I have always called

Papo.

Molly Walsh, my mother, was born in New York, daughter of
Irish immigrants who came to America fleeing the potato famine. In

r849, when her father heard that the streets of California were paved

with gold, he joined the caravan of prospectors crossing the conti-

nent from east to west with hopes of striking it rich. One of his four

children died along the way and was left behind in a small unmarked

grave. A few months after arriving in the nascent, chaotic city of San

Francisco, his wife died of consumption. That woman, my grand-

mother, heroically endured the long, terrible months of travel, trudg-

ing onward for the sake of her remaining children, but her strength

and courage were not enough to prolong her existence once they

reached California, land of crude, opportunistic people. One day,

during a violent fit of bloody coughing, her heart stopped.

Her widower, my grandfather, suddenly found himself alone with

three children in an inhospitable ciry and he understood that he could

not care for them properly if he aimed to fulfill his dream of finding
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of puberty with a certain normalcy, but she always maintained her

inclination toward melodrama. Her father and brothers never re-

turned for her or even sent news and so she eventually accepted that

those three good sisters were her only family. She was now too busy

to find creative ways of imitating the martyrs from the calendar of
saints, but her religious fervor remained unwavering and at age fif-
teen she begged to be accepted as a novice.

And that is how Molly Walsh was blessed enough to don the rough

white habit of the novice nuns. Her hair was shorn offlike an inmate

and she joined the small circle of women who had raised her, pre-

pared to give herself over, body and soul, to charity. She would've

preferred to enter a cloistered convent, some austere, medieval for-

tress made of icy stone where spiked belts were employed to punish

the flesh, sleeping on the hard ground with a log for a pillow and fast-

ing to the point of collapse. Instead, she had to make do with a more

agreeable existence in the large adobe house of the orphanage, where

the bunk beds had horsehair mattresses and the food was simple but

plentiful. The mother superior, whose healthy appetite manifested in

the contours of her hips and the rolls on her waist that her loose habit

was unable to dissimulate, was of the belief that the body should be

well nourished in order to better serve the Lord in strength and good

health.

By AGE sEVENTEEN, Mollywas ready to exercise the calling she'd

been trained for: serving and educating. There was much work to be

done at the orphanage, but Mother Rosario thought it best for her

pupil to move down out of the clouds and into the real world so that

she could acquire a bit of common sense and put her calling to the

test. She suspected that the girl had a bonfire raging inside, so fierce

that no religious habit would be able to contain it.

The world that the mother superior was referring to was limited

to the Mission District, which took its name from the first Franciscan

MY NA,V:

mission founded in r:.
Mexican population x'a,

covery of gold. rhe ::

signed, putting an eni .

Mexican territory. inc.'*c

ter part of the old \le r

campesinos, who had 1:r

from their homes. Sor,
became bandits, and tht
there, we knew that ce r-.

men, robbing traveler) -

people of the Mission D:

once the neighbors r::
they knew they u,ou.c : 

=

free loan in a rime or r-: -

true thieves.

Molly \X alsh gor :. '

ous name of Aztec P- :
house with a tharchcc :

ages of six and sevea:-:

Spanish. but ther. ri t. 
=

son of slaves q'ho'e :..
three learned Spanr-:

rables flanked br r:..:
neighborhood. a ri :-
damp fog and to f.y *g
trine outside in the yard.

eggs for the boys' lunch

on an empty stomach. Tl
lies in California, but the

from the Mission Disric
The school's founder

rival was a mestizo mar



(orpl) oJSTJUEJC parueu Enr{enryr{) uorJ ueru ozFseu e se,lr IearJ

-.re s.d11o6 Illun rer{Jear dpo pue 'rolca.rrp 'repunoS s.loor{Js er.lJ

'rood 1p ere^\ epud )evy Jo stuapnls arp 'trlrlslC uorssrl4tr eql urory

rpJ slooqcs JrToqlp) ur petpJnpe arei6. suos rraqt rnq'eruroylp3 ur serT

-lueJ uEJrxeN InJrea.od auros IIRS ere,r a.rar{J 'qJeruols dldura ue uo

IoorIJs ol tues are/6. rueql jo dueu esneJeg 'qcun1 .sdoq erp ;o3 s33a

eqt papr^ord reqr esnoquaq e osle se^\ araqJ 'p.red aqr ur eprslno euul

-ele pue'saqddns Ioorlrs ro3 preogdnc e 's33a dr; or pue 3o3 duep

er{l lEquIoc 01 JeuJoJ euo ur arrols Sururnq-Poott e tpooqrogq8rau

aqt uro{ paleuop srrer{r pue sloots parlrterusru dq palueg selqel

3uo1 o,ru pepnlcur aceds tsapour eqJ ,(plcrnb qsruedg paureal aerrp

1y'euecplv uI reln l^I) eql padecse peq,(Irue; asollr\ seAEISJo uos

-puer8 aqr 'doq TrEIg auo pue spD[ qsrrJ o,ut erea ereqt lnq 'qsruedg

ur pel?prp aJo^\ suossel eqJ 'ul papra.oJc 'uaeluarras pue xrs 3o ss8u

erlt uaaalaq sdoq 1e 's1ueprys eqt arer{,l\ Joor per{cteql p qlur esnoq

-looqJs eqoPP ruoor-3uo e Jo Palsrsuoc 1I 'ePrrd JelzY Jo etuBu sno

-durod eql dq Ioorlrs alurT e ur rar{r?el e se qol e ro8 qsp7X1 {llol,t
'seaerql enJl

ar1l era,t oqar's.ra>1ueq eqt patsnrt euo oN 'peeuJo eruE ? ur ueol aa{
-lseretur ue ro sroaeJ r{ll,tt. pelesuadruor ralel aq ppoao. deqr ataul daqr

esnecag prer acrlod e Surrnp rueql uepprq per{ s.rogq8reu eql aruo

uer{l erol{ 'ut ureql urnt plno^\ auo ou lcutsrq uorssrl[ eqtJo aldoed

aqr parcadsar deqr se 3uo1 sE tng 
(speo.r 

eqt uo srelelert Burqgor 'ueur

-de.arq8rq se 3unt1rleqt peurea sroqq8rau urelJar teqt aeu>I aar'araql

dn 8uuo.o.r5 'plnor daqr rsag aqt dq lo8 lser aqt pup 'slrpueg aruecog

sreqto 'p1o8 3o uorsnllr eqt peser{o d1aplry eruos 'seruorl rreqt tuo{
peladxa erart'suoEe.raua8 roJ puel eqt uo pelrl peq oqm'soursadruec

aql pu? paterrdo.rdxe ere/a. sepuarrer{ uerrxal l plo eqt So ged ra1

-leq eqJ 'selels pelrun eqr o1 tru.roJ[e3 Surpnlcur 'drollJ.ral ueclxel[

erp Jo JIeq u?ql a.roru Surpal pue re,l^, eqt ot pue ue Bunrnd 'pau8rs

se,r. o8pprg adnlepeng 3o drea.rJ InJaueqs aqr 'plo8 3o dra,roc

-sp eql.rarye sdep eral I 'erer{ petertuaruor se/a. uonepdod ueJrxel J

a8rey s.ocsrcuerC ueg d.rnluec qruaarqEra aql ut pepunoJ uorssrru

tt . l''l lvA rro vHrwr sr rwvN Aw

ueJslJueJg tsJg er{r uro4 a

patrur1 se.a. 01 8uu:aJar s

?I IITEII

eJJeg os '"pF,rT ffiel arr

eqt 018ril", raq and puu

leq] os PIro6.IEar 3qr orE
req roJ tseg tr rq8noqr or

eq 01 1Jo,u. rlJnu sEr6. eJ;)tr

p. aqs SulpJ aql rsoran c

poo8 pue gr3uaas q purl
eq plnoqs dpoq ,qr rErF I
lrcPq esool raq 13qJ rsEEr, J

ul petseJrueur aruedde CF
rnq aldurs s?d. pooJ atp p

aJarl^!.'eBeueqdro aF Jo a

eroru e wl,o' oP qEtu or F
-tsEJ pue ,to1pd e ro; tol z
qsrund ol pedoldua ara^a,

-JoJ lelerpatu 
taralsnE Jur

ea.plno.da. aq5 drpuu-r o
-ard'raq pasrcr psq orIA

eletuul u3 eTIJo rrroF s
q3nor eqtuopolqtnoep

-3y a8e le pu" Suuaaeau

Jo repualer egr urog sl(r
dsnq ool ,r6.ou se/s. eqs 'q!

leqt petdercu dgenruaaa a

-aJ Je^eu sJarIJoJq PUE r
req peurcturuur sde.np aq


