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Synopsis: Ana & The Man With Far More Children
Than Expected - When Ana signed up as a schoolteacher in
California, she thought she was going to be working in a
schoolhouse near Sacramento. Instead, it was a far more difficult
task she would attempt to undertake.

 


 


Ana Brighton looked around the crowded dining room at
the coaching inn where the band of travelers stopped to spend the
night. The first day of their journey had brought them from South
Carolina into Tennessee. They had made excellent time, the driver
had said, but there were weeks of travel left to cover. Silently,
she said a little prayer for their safety and for her ultimate
satisfaction with the teaching position Ana was headed to fill in
California.

She had been eating dinner alone, her preference,
when the nice, older man had approached her.

“May I join you, Miss?” he asked, hat in his
hand. “The only other vacant seat is with that rowdy bunch in the
corner, and I’m not much into that behavior.”

She instantly identified with the man and
felt sorry for him. He looked to be safe enough. Old maid
schoolteachers were exactly that - alone and only interested in
teaching and her students. The rest of the world and its people
existed in textbooks, novels and dreams.

“Sure,” she said, hardly looking up from her
plate of steaming stew.

The older man settled in, bowed his head in a
silent prayer and held up his hand for the grungy man who served as
waiter in the crudely constructed inn and diner. The waiter came
immediately.

“Yes, Sir, Mr. Dowdy.”

“Bring me what she’s having, please. It looks
to be safe enough because she’s still able to put that spoon to her
mouth. And some water, too. Please.”

“You got it,” the waiter replied, scurrying
off to the kitchen.

“Name is Charles Dowdy, Miss. I live here in
Bertram. Been here since the first piece of lumber was brought in
to build this god-forsaken excuse for a town, but I love it. You
from around here?”

Ana shook her head, “no” while she swallowed
the bite of the worst stew she had ever put in her mouth, but there
wasn’t any choice of food, so she had to eat it.

“I see,” he responded, waiting until his
plate of stew was set before him and the half dusty glass of water
was poured. “Look at the dust in this water; I have to let it
settle to the bottom before drinking it. Nature of the beast around
here, this dust is. But, it won’t hurt you. What’s your name, young
lady?”

“Ana,” she quietly replied. She pronounced
the name “Ah-na” which the gentlemen recognized right away.

“You’re from England!” he said, completely
surprised.

She smiled slightly, her mind racing back to
foggy days in her homeland that contrasted with the bright, dry day
that she had endured in the tightly packed stagecoach and the
undying yellow dust that seemed to be ever present.

“Yes,” she said, still not comfortable with
engaging him, or any other man really, in much conversation.

“Well, slap my knee!” he said. “I thought I’d
never hear that accent again. Pleased to make your acquaintance,”
he continued, wiping his hand on his trousers before offering it to
Ana to shake. She reluctantly offered the tips of her fingers to
his waiting hand. The touch was quick and polite before she
withdrew her hand. “Where are you going from here?”

Ana cleared her throat and wiped her mouth
with the handkerchief she kept tucked into the wrist of her high
collared, long sleeved dress.

“California,” she said. “I have a teaching
job there.”

“You’re a teacher?” he asked, taking a big
mouthful of stew to await her answer. “Mighty nice and brave of you
to go that far west to teach.”

“Why do you say brave?” she asked, not
missing what might be a warning of the same things she had
read.

“Well, because there are some Indians on the
way there and in the gold mining towns, plus a whole lot of crazy
men that would overrun a pretty little woman like you.”

She had heard the stories, but Wade Johnson,
the man who had employed her, promised they were all exaggerated
lies. Still, her face showed concern.

“I’ve been told the stories weren’t true,”
she answered.

Charles Dowdy shrugged his shoulders. “Might
be. I’m just going by what I hear from the Pony Express riders who
have been there and the drivers of the coaches that come back here
on their long routes. I have no first hand knowledge and don’t plan
to get any. I’m fine right here.” He took another overstuffed
mouthful of stew. “That stew’s better than usual. Believe it’s got
some rabbit or groundhog in it.”

Ana gasped at the thought of what she might
have eaten. “Groundhog?” she asked. “Really? In here?” She pointed
to her bowl.

“Yep,” Charles replied, continuing to eat.
“Don’t expect pheasant and duck, Miss. It ain’t gonna happen
between here and California. Beef jerky, eggs and whatever is found
along the way; you aren’t in England anymore.”

No one knew better than Ana how true his
words were as she looked around the dusty, cramped room at the
several men there. She wasn’t just the only woman, Ana assessed,
but probably the only one who could write a whole sentence.

“I realize that,” she said, a little
defiantly. “But, I made the choice to come and to take whatever
that choice brought me, good or bad. Somebody has to teach the
children or else this New Land will be like this room; bawdy, rowdy
and intellectually deprived. It’s my goal to prevent that. No sense
making a new nation if you don’t make a new society to go with
it.”

Charles looked at her for a few minutes, the
wheels of his mind turning. “You’re right, and I commend you for
taking this on. You’ll make a big difference.” Dowdy was serious;
he could see the determination in her eyes.

But, he also had seen that same determination
in almost everyone who stopped at this miserable hole in the wall
between the East and West coasts. And, he had seen the look of
defeat as they came back through after having failed at their goal,
which was usually getting rich on gold and vast land holdings. Many
went, and many returned. He hoped Ana’s story would be different,
and for some reason, he felt it would.

“Nice to meet you,” she was saying, jerking
his mind back to the present. “I must be getting to my room. I’m
sure tomorrow’s ride will be a tough one. We’re crossing some
mountains, I hear, although I have no idea where we are, really, or
what route we’re taking to get to California. I’ve seen so little,
but I’ve read a lot. Just not the same as seeing it on paper, when
you’re a teacher, that is. Good night, Mr. Dowdy.”

Charles rose from his chair and bowed to Ana.
“Good night. You’ll be much better off to rest well. The stagecoach
can make you a sore winner or loser, if you know what I mean.” He
laughed at his own attempt at humor.

She smiled and left the room.

 


 


Barely past sunrise, Ana was in the little
lobby of the inn the next morning when someone tapped her on the
arm from behind her. She turned to find Mr. Dowdy standing
there.

“Good morning, Miss Ana. I brought something
to help you on your journey.” He handed her a folded piece of
paper, which she opened carefully. It was a hand drawn map.

“What is it?” she asked, turning the map
around and side-to-side.

“It is the route you will be taking to
California. I’ve penciled in the state borders as close to right as
I knew them. If you can get to your writing pen, make a mark
everything you stop for the night. I’ve put most of the stops on
there, as best I know them. That will help you figure out things,
like where you are, what state and how many nights you got left.
‘Course it all depends.”

“On what?”

“On the weather, the horses, the stops you
all make. And, the Indians.”

“I see,” Ana replied, trying to push the
image of Indians circling the wagons from the tales she had heard.
“Thank you, Mr. Dowdy. This is very generous of you.” She folded
the map and put it in her wristlet purse. But, she didn’t bother to
ask him how he knew all these things.

What Mr. Dowdy didn’t tell her was that he
had also made the excursion across the United States to California
a few years earlier, or that he hoped her experience would be
better than his. He and Mrs. Dowdy had set out with only a few
belongings and big dreams, some of which came true, but others
became nightmares. He had struck gold almost immediately, a big
vein of it.

Flush with cash, the young couple had bought
land and built a home. She was pregnant with their first child the
day the Indians came to visit. By the time they had left, riding
into the hills with painted faces and bareback horses, Charles’s
life had forever changed. He felt a kinship with this young lady’s
dreams, but he feared for her life. It didn’t pay to be naïve and
head west.

Charles Dowdy handed her something else, a
very small box with a sliding top. Ana opened it to find a tiny
rabbit foot attached to a delicate gold chair. She raised her
eyebrows in question.

“It was my wife’s,” he said. “Good luck
charm. You’re the first woman I’ve met who is traveling west. I
want you to have it.”

Ana felt special. “Thank you,” she said,
thinking the gift was strange coming from someone she had only just
met the evening before. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“I know,” he answered solemnly. “Put it on
for good luck during your travels and better luck in your new
adventure. She would have loved to have a daughter like you.”

Ana asked nothing more. The stage was loaded
and her three traveling partners were climbing in. “I must go,” she
said, putting the little box into her wristlet. “Thank you for
everything. It was nice to meet you.”

“Same here,” Charles said. “I’ll be here if
you come back this way. Don’t stay if you don’t feel safe.”

She forced a smile, sensing that he expected
to see her again, and that her mission would fail. But, Ana refused
to accept that negative connotation. She didn’t view life from the
negative.

The driver’s sidekick helped her into the
stagecoach, which barely even moved as she climbed in, her
small-framed body was so light. Once again as she had done coming
from South Carolina, Ana sat beside Clyde Aiken, her pick of the
three men traveling with her. She felt comfortable with him, as he
was friendly, but not flirty or overbearing with her.

They would become friends for a lifetime.

With a “Hee Haw” and a jerk of the reins, the
stagecoach leapt forward with a rough jolt. Ana steeled her back to
prevent herself from being thrown into the lap of the rough looking
man who faced her from the other seat. She could smell the
overnight stench of liquor coming from his half opened mouth.
Honestly, Ana thought he might still be drunk, so she hoped he
would sleep it off.

 


 


Ana had never seen a bluer sky than the one
that filled her view from the stagecoach window. Mountain peaks
rose and fell, ridge after ridge, as the horses strained at their
harnesses, pulling the weight of the small party and their
belongings toward something different, new and hopefully right for
each of them. It was the beginning of spring in 1851, the year that
Ana turned twenty-two.

But, she felt much older in many ways,
because Ana Brighton had seen life differently than the girls she
grew up with. While they bastioned in frilly dresses and flirting
for husbands during their teenage years, Ana read books and
studied, determined to become a teacher. A good teacher who would
travel to America and have her own school.

She had thought long and hard about placing
the ad in the little handwritten newspaper that was published in
England, full of news from the New Land. It was the way people kept
up with family members who had daringly ventured out toward a new
life with new hopes and new dreams. The news of huge gold strikes
had sent men packing to California, some of whom would never come
home, and others that came home to England either rich or poor.
There seemed to be no middle ground.

 


 


Ana begin to buy the little newspaper at the corner
on her way to the classroom where she taught reading and writing to
a dozen rich little girls whose fathers worked in the banks,
government or other such lucrative jobs. She was paid well, lived
comfortably and had all that she needed. But Ana had a gnawing in
her stomach that cried for more - not love, not a family but a
school.

It was in this publication that she had seen
the simple, two-line ad:

 


Wanted. In California. Young woman to teach
kids. Good pay;

covered expenses. Answer this ad with needs to come
here.

 


Ana eventually answered the ad after carrying
around the little block of print in her satchel for weeks. By the
time she sent her “needs” request, Ana could already picture
herself in a small school with her own students, completely
independent of a set curriculum and overseeing bosses. She wanted
the freedom to teach her students what and how she wanted, and the
freedom to live her life without expectations from others.

Through two more letters, it was determined
that she would pay her travel expenses up front and the man who
hired her would reimburse her upon arrival in Sacramento, which was
a short distance from where she would be working.

From the time she wrote the carefully worded
reply to the ad until the day came when she boarded the steamer for
America, people tried to change her mind, but the more they talked
the more
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