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For two particularly important women:

My mother, Dorothy, who raised a rowdy foursome on her own
with grace and tenacity,

and Susan — my raison d'être in red Converse sneakers.



When you put your hand to the plow, you can’t put it down until
you get to the end of the row.

Alice Paul



Chapter 1

omewhere in the recessed folds of his mind, a failing man, a
floundering one, will admit it to himself and force a change.

This is what happened one night in February 1881 as Henry
O’Farrell, clerk, was tortured in his sleep by those very ravens

of truth. They revealed to him, in their aggressive way, that he should leave
the life he had assembled for himself (he was without a wife as yet) and
seek his true destiny in the West.

At thirty-one, O’Farrell was possibly the oldest unmarried man in his
sphere. The other gentlemen with whom he shared his daily life copying
the details of financial transactions from small ledgers into greater ones,
all mocked him about his marital condition and implied in their tone that
perhaps he was not interested in feminine attractions such as fair skin and
long, gloriously silken hair. They could be crude. Perhaps he was one of
those males who finds himself, on the seedy side of his native Philadel-
phia, more enamored of sailors, boilermakers, stevedores, or iron workers
shirtless on the beams overhead as they hurled hot rivets to one another
across the void. Had he thought about his true nature? Should he have
taken up the vocation and become a priest so that his demons might never
come into the light?

The answer to these playful but mean-hearted questions was, of course,
no, but O’Farrell had grown up under the oppressive thumb of a father
who instilled in him a shyness that often rendered him mute in the com-
pany of women. He would feel his throat begin to close, as in a fit of ana-
phylaxis, whenever he approached a girl to speak with her. His hands
would become moist with perspiration, his chest would begin to quiver,
and his physical bearing would change from steady, sure, and strong to
hunched and wilted before he was within ten yards of her. Strange, other
than his father’s influence, that he should be this way, since he had grown
up with five sisters. They’d revealed, along with his mother, Penny O’Far-
rell née Sheehan, everything a man might need to know about the ways of
women, their secrets and mystique, their physical intricacies, their
painfully reliable patterns. Of anyone else he knew, he ought to have been
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more at ease around women than around men, yet this horrendous shyness
of his, and this consequential bachelorhood.

One day, while at the desk (his hand bruised with ink), he was inter-
rupted by a colleague who put down a sheet of paper that had been torn,
apparently, from an outdoor billboard. A broadside, speckled from the rain
and yellowed by sunlight.

“You should think about something like this,” Blair said. “California. At
least nobody would know you there and your shameful secret could be
protected.”

“I don’t have a shameful secret.”
“Whatever you say, Nancy.”
Blair walked away laughing. O’Farrell was pleased to be able to bring

someone a little joy in the long day.
He pushed his glasses toward the end of his nose for better reading and

held the document up. It was the kind of thing one would more likely find
in a newspaper than posted on a board in the middle of a city like Philadel-
phia. Large print at the top, with the details in progressively smaller type
as it made its way to the bottom of the page. Town Commissioner, it began,
with elaborate flourishes all around. Cherubim floating on either side and
holding up the scrolled proclamation on which the words were centered.

“The three hundred citizens of Hestia, California, are in need of a Town
Commissioner, who will perform a variety of functions and duties critical
to the Safety, Happiness, and Survival of this peaceful village in the
shadow of the magnificent Sierra Nevada.”

Henry found the name of the place exotic and fascinating. Hestia. It
spoke to sylvan Greek hill towns, the simple life, and that it was appar-
ently in the mountains was appealing too. He had not laid eyes on a moun-
tain yet, as he approached middle age, but he knew, of course, of the Sierra
Nevada and had seen colored lithographs in books, as well as paintings at
the new museum that depicted them as almost religious visions, with light
that was unseen here in the East. Philadelphia was sometimes without any
light at all, it seemed, with its coal fires and dismal climate in the winter
months. He read on.

“The Town Commissioner must be a gentleman of high ethical and moral
bearing, of good familial stock, of clean mind and body, and of exceptional
professional skill. He will be young enough to tolerate the rigors of West-
ern life but not so young that he has not developed the Maturity and Wis-
dom of a Fatherly Guardian.”
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The broadside went on to describe the process of applying for the posi-
tion and the expectation that it would be filled very soon, with the suc-
cessful candidate to make his way to Hestia no later than July 1st (a
reasonable target, O’Farrell thought, for fiscal purposes). It advised appli-
cants to contact a certain M. Honeycutt by telegram and await a request
for further details. “A full curriculum vitae will be expected, with personal
references.”

When he had a moment to leave his desk, avoiding the Argus-eyed man-
ager, Dibbs, he took the sheet to Blair and asked on his breath where he’d
found it.

“Out on Market Street,” Blair said irritably. “I don’t have time to go into
it, O’Farrell. It was a joke. With a joke, you laugh a bit and then carry on,
you see?”

“I’m just curious. I mean, it sounds legitimate.”
“Who knows if it’s legitimate? I meant for it to be a joke on you.”
“Very funny,” said O’Farrell, “but I might just answer it.”
Blair looked up at him from beneath his lamp. His mouth spread into a

garish smile. “Oh, now that is funny! You want to emigrate to the Sierra Ne-
vada, do you? You couldn’t survive a night in Kansas City, much less life
in the mountains.”

“How would you know?”
“Listen to me. I’m being serious. I have a cousin who lives in San Fran-

cisco, but he tried his hand at prospecting a few years back. The dashed
mountains nearly consumed him, O’Farrell, I’m telling you. There are a
thousand ways to die or lose your mind there, and chasing gold was only
one of them. He saw things. He heard things. Why, sometimes, judging by
his letters, he never regained all his faculties and still has an inordinate fear
of the dark.”

“Why the dark?”
“Because he was buried alive in an avalanche for nine days, that’s why!

He barely escaped with his life. With his legs, for that matter. Frostbite.”
“Well,” O’Farrell began, turning to leave Blair to his work. “I don’t have

any intention of mining for gold. I’m just applying for a job in a small town.
I think I’m the man for it.”

“Fine. But don’t blame me when California proves to be no utopia. You’ll
be back here begging with a tin cup on Broad Street, and I’ll toss you a
nickel one day. I won’t even recognize you, I wager.”

This was speculation on Blair’s part and O’Farrell paid it no mind. He
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didn’t know for certain what the duties of a Town Commissioner might
actually be, but there was no harm in sending the initial response, if only
to learn more.

op

That night in his room he composed his telegram. To save on the expense
he kept it as brief as he could, indicating the he had been “account direc-
tor” at his present company for over seven years. It was, possibly, an ex-
aggeration of his role, but he justified the deception in this case because it
might earn him an invitation to send his full curriculum vitae. He’d cross
that bridge later, realizing that his career hadn’t been precisely impressive,
but in the meantime he’d put himself on Mr. Honeycutt’s list, he hoped.

In his sleep that night came the ravens.

op

First thing in the morning, on the way to work, he stopped at the tele-
graph office and sent the message.

All day long he thought about the remarkable turn this would represent
in his life. His mother would be proud of him. Yes, of course, she would
miss him, since after his father’s death in an accident at the shipyard she
had relied on Henry more than anyone else, including his five sisters. Only
two of them lived in Philadelphia anymore, and the two who were still
near enough to visit Penny O’Farrell were laden with multiple offspring of
their own and didn’t have the time to spare for her. “We’re a fertile clan,”
Penny always said, by way of explaining her daughters’ absence, “both the
O’Farrells and the Sheehans, you know. Be fruitful and multiply was the
order, and we’ve all taken it quite seriously!”

Henry always felt a tinge of regret when she spoke that way. Had he mar-
ried his true love, Emily, perhaps he’d have a crowd of his own to care for
by now. But it was not to be, and the memory of her contributed to his anx-
iety.

As it was, while his sisters were of his own blood, obviously, their sons
would carry the names of their fathers into the world to come and not the
name O’Farrell. This was his burden and his personal shame. He never
spoke of it.

What would his mother do without him? It was an age, he felt, when a
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man could not worry about a thing like that. It was an age when one had
to chase one’s destiny or wither like the unwatered vine. I might eventu-
ally send for her, he thought. The journey to California by train nowadays,
thanks to the technological achievements of American ingenuity, was no
longer arduous and draining, ten days at most. Henry could imagine his
mother tolerating it quite well, like a sea voyage to Europe, knowing she’d
be pampered upon arrival by the Town Commissioner of Hestia.

It made him laugh aloud. His father would never have foreseen it. Henry
O’Farrell, Town Commissioner, Hestia, California.

To his shock, his landlady informed him when he got home that night
that he had already received a response to his telegram.

“From California!” Mrs. Bremen cried, pulling a handkerchief from her
sleeve and waving it several times before her face as if to keep from faint-
ing. “And I won’t lie to you, Mr. O’Farrell, and I know I shouldn’t have, but
before I slipped it under your door I couldn’t help reading it myself – just
to be sure it was really for you, you know – and it is. It’s definitely for you,
and they want you to write to them immediately. Immediately!”

“I can’t believe it.”
“It’s true, and it’s so exciting. The only person I know of who’s been to

California and back is Mark Twain!”
“That can’t be so, can it, Mrs. B?”
He was already on his way up the steps. She followed him to the rail. “I

suppose not, but no one has ever left one of my rooms to go there. God-
speed, Mr. O’Farrell! May St. Anthony bless you and guide you across the
desert and over the mountains!”

It was not easy to hold the telegram in his fingers to read, so he laid it on
a table and bent low over it, squinting through the light of his oil lamp.
“My dear Mr. O’Farrell,” it said (they sparing no expense on the additional
words), “we are delighted to invite your application. Please send your c.v.
by expedited post. Decision to follow promptly.”

It was signed, M. Honeycutt, Hestia, California.
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