
Dreams of Tomorrow

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


Paulette D. Marshall

Praising God for these words and giving him the glory

Marshall Mountains Publishing

2020 by P. D. Marshall > All right reserved

First Edition: June 3, 2024

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, transmitted or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, now known or hereafter invented, without the written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in review and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copy law. Please purchase only authorized editions.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used in fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Special thanks to my ARC readers! Thank you to all who read and reviewed my books.

Cover Design: Nancy Fraser

Editor: 

Chasing A Dream Series

Marshall Mountains Publishing

Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Epilogue

Author Notes

Bible Verse

Black Berry Pie

Let’s Stay Connected!

Paulette D. Marshall Books

[image: A dandelion with a blue ribbon

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One
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Amy Winslow leaned against the café’s porch rail, apron strings fluttering in the breeze. The sun had barely crested the hills, casting a golden glow over the rooftops of Harmony Springs, but already the scent of coffee and fresh biscuits filled the air. 

She inhaled deeply, needing the quiet moment after the morning’s flurry of baking and cooking for the restaurant.

She’d been working full-time since Jill had her baby, and while she loved helping, something inside her ached. She loved the little café, the warm clatter of plates, the regular customers who knew her name, but she longed for more than hot ovens and polite smiles.

In her hand, she held a half-gone dandelion with its downy seeds trembling in the morning light. She raised it to her lips, closed her eyes, and blew. 

Please let this be the year Nash Carver asks me to marry him. 

The seeds scattered like tiny dreams in the breeze, swirling down the dirt road and over the wildflowers that grew along the buildings and fence. 

Amy knew better than to stake her heart on wishes. Dandelions were pretty things, but fragile. She pressed the stem between her fingers, the weight of hope sitting heavy in her chest.

She had prayed, oh, how she had prayed. Surely God wanted her to be happy. But lately she couldn’t help wondering if His answer was no. Maybe it was time to listen to her mother. Time to stop waiting. Time to stop wasting years on a man who might want to move from this small town and not see her as more than a friend.

She was twenty-five. Most of the other girls her age had already married, and were tending to their own babies or helping on farms. Amy split her time between working at the café and helping out on her family’s land. But with each passing season, her options seemed to narrow. Nash had always felt like the one person who truly saw her, but lately, even that felt like a memory slipping through her fingers. 

A flicker of movement down the road caught her eye. 

Nash. 

He was riding into town, dusty from ranch work, his hat pulled low against the rising sun. Amy’s heart kicked in her chest the way it always did when she saw him, and just as quickly, she swallowed it down.

She took a breath, squared her shoulder, and stepped back inside the café. There were dishes to wash and customers to serve. If Nash Carver was ever going to ask her to be his wife, he’d have done it by now. 

Nash Carver wiped sweat from his brow as he headed down Main Street. His boots were coated in dust from morning chores. He’d been up since before dawn, checking the herd and hauling feed, but his mind wasn’t on cattle. It hadn’t been for a long time. 

He'd ridden into town under the pretense of checking the mail, but truth be told, he hoped he might catch a glimpse of Amy too.

It had been a few days since he’d seen her, too long. The letter waiting in his post box made his pulse jump. It was from The California, the newspaper in San Francisco he’d written to last month.

He clenched the envelope tightly as he crossed the street, drawn toward the scent of butter and coffee drifting from Jill’s Eatery. He’d eaten earlier, but his stomach growled anyway. He told himself it was just hunger.

It wasn’t.

He pushed through the door, the bell above jingling softly.

He liked ranch life, always had; there was something steady about it. The land didn’t lie, and the animal never expected more than what you gave. It was honest, hard work, and he was good at it.

But it wasn’t enough, not anymore. 

He wanted to write, to chase stories. To see places that hadn’t been drawn on the schoolhouse map. He wanted his name in print, bold as life. He craved something bigger than Harmony Springs.

San Francisco. Bustling streets. Deadline. His byline at the top of a page.

Stepping into the café, he stole a glance toward the kitchen, hoping to spot Amy. Just the thought of her steadied him in a way nothing else could and he didn’t quite understand. She was rooted here, like the wildflowers outside the café window. She belonged to this town in a way he never had.

But she didn’t know what he was planning. Not really. Neither did his parents.

Maybe, once he’d made a name for himself, he’d come back and ask her to marry him. Or maybe she’d decide to move so she would be closer to him. She’d love the city once she saw it. Wouldn’t she? 

He frowned, pushing the thought aside. He’d figure it out later. For now, he had a letter to read. 

Finding a table near the window, Nash sat where he could see the kitchen door swing open and catch glimpses of Amy as she moved in and out. He set the unopened letter on the table beside him, its weight suddenly heavier than when he held it outside. Funny how something he thought he wanted so badly didn’t feel quite so simple now. 

The familiar clink of dishes and low murmur of voices filled the room. Sunlight spilled across the wooden floors, dancing through the lace curtains, but all Nash could focus on was the beat of his own heart and the ache of unspoken words.

Then the door creaked open.

Amy stepped out, balancing a ceramic cup and a worn tin coffee pot in her hands. A smudge of flour still streaked her cheek, and her honey-brown hair had slipped from its pins, falling in soft waves at her neck. She moved quickly, unaware of him at first, her brow furrowed in thought, her steps brisk and purposeful. 

Nash watched her, his chest tightening.

How many mornings had he sat across from her, saying nothing that truly mattered?

As she turned toward his table, her gaze landed on him and, for a brief second, she hesitated. The cup stilled in her hand. Something unreadable flickered across her face, surprise? Hope? Disappointment? 

He couldn’t quite tell.

Then she masked it with a polite smile.

“Good morning, Nash. Care for breakfast?” she said lightly, making her way over.

“And coffee?”

Nash cleared his throat, and nodded. “Please.” 

As she poured, Nash’s gaze dropped to her hands, still delicate, still steady. He remembered those same hands when they were ten years old, pulling him out of a muddy creek behind the schoolhouse after he dared to cross a rotted log. She’d laughed, called him foolish, then yanked him up by the arm like a scrappy farm girl twice her size.

Her parents’ land sat just past the west side, small but neat, always lined with rows of lavender and marigolds in the spring. His ma used to trade with them. Sometimes, when the work was light, he’d ride into town just to pass her gate, hoping she might be out front feeding the chickens or hanging laundry with her mother. 

They’d grown up, side by side. Same dirt. Same schoolroom. Different dreams. 
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From the kitchen doorway, Amy stole a glance at Nash’s table. His hat sat beside him, that letter still untouched. She remembered when they were children, how he used to fold scraps of paper into little books and write pretend news stories about things around town, Farmer Jenkins’s Cow Escapes Again! Then he would read them aloud like he already belonged to a bigger world.

She had loved that about him. Still did.

Maybe it was because a part of him had always felt like he didn’t quite belong to this town and maybe that was exactly why she was so afraid of losing him to something bigger.

Amy had grown up on a modest farm beyond the ridge, on the west side, nestled where the wildflower fields met the tree line. Her daddy, Elias, was a quiet man of the land. Her mama, Ruth, filled their small white cottage with hymns, home-cooked meals, and more love than money. The porch sagged a little on one side, but the flower boxes always bloomed. It wasn’t much, but it was home. Amy wouldn’t trade it for the world. She wanted to stay near her parents so she could continue to help them or take care of them if they ever got sick. 

No matter how far Nash dreamed of going, this was the world Amy understood. Harmony Springs. The slow rhythm of sunrises, chores, and Sunday suppers after church. She just didn’t know if it would ever be enough for him. 

Amy dished up a plate of fried ham, biscuits and gravy, with two eggs sunny-side up. She didn’t even have to ask what Nash wanted; he always ordered the same thing whenever he managed to come in for breakfast. Still, she wasn’t sure where he put it all. It had to be his second breakfast, but she supposed that much ranch work burned through plenty of calories.

Balancing the plate carefully, she made her way to his table, her eyes drifting again to the envelope beside his hand. Her steps slowed just slightly as she recognized the return address.

The California Newspaper San Franciso.

Of course.

She should have known. He’d talked about San Franciso often enough, about chasing stories and building a name for himself. He’d been disappointed that he hadn’t been able to cover the beginning of the gold rush, but there was still gold being found. Still people pouring into California with stars in their eyes and dust on their boots, hoping to strike the big one. Gold fever was still going strong for some at least.

As she set the plate down in front of him, she tried not to look too long at the address, but her heart had already sunk a little. Quietly, she offered a silent prayer. Lord...if he’s meant to go, help me let him. But if he’s meant to stay, please give him a reason to. 

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, schooling her voice into something causal.

“Here you go,” she said softly. 

“Thanks, Amy,” Nash replied, his tone low and warm the way it always was when he said her name. He looked up. For a split second their eyes met, really met, and something unspoken passed between them. Something old. Something waiting. 

But the moment passed, as it always did.

Amy offered a faint smile and turned back toward the kitchen, but her feet dragged just a little.

Behind her, Nash picked up his fork. She wondered if the food even tasted like anything to him with his dreams stuffed in that envelope and his mind already a hundred miles down the road. 

She reached the doorway and paused as she glanced around. Walking through the door leading to the kitchen, she left it open and walked to the kitchen’s back door, and stepped out.

The worn sidewalks. The flower boxes blooming. The town kept its slow rhythm, sunup to sundown. It was the life Amy knew and loved. But it didn’t stop her heart from aching, because even when a person stayed, the people you loved didn’t always stay with you.

She sent up another prayer, quieter this time, not even sure what she was asking for.

Maybe he’ll stay. Maybe he won’t.

But Lord, help me be ready either way.

Inside, Nash would be opening the letter by now. She didn’t need to hear it to know. She could almost feel the weight of that choice settling between them.
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​Chapter Two

[image: ]


[image: ]

This was the letter that Nash had been waiting for, he could feel it in his chest before he even opened it.

His fingers trembled slightly as he broke the seal, holding his breath. Weeks ago, he had submitted a small article. Nothing grand, just a sliver of the real reporting he longed to do. But still, it was news.

He’d interviewed a few men passing through town, most bound for the gold fields in Colusa County. One had already given up. 

Jeb.

The man had looked worn thin by sun, failure, and fear. He’d only stopped long enough to share a few words before riding on. Nash was glad he was in the right place at the right time and got to talk to him. 

“My life’s worth more than digging in the dirt or standing in freezing water all day.” Jeb had said, his voice hoarse. “I’ve got a wife and kids counting on me. I came for gold, but I nearly lost everything. I’m heading home.”

It wasn’t much. But Nash had shaped those few lines into something worth reading. 

And now, as he unfolded the letter, he scanned the page, searching for one word: accepted.

There it was. 

His story, published. His name printed in black ink on a real newspaper. 

The café around him blurred. His breakfast sat untouched. The ache in his chest pulsed with something sharp and restless.

He’d gotten what he wanted.

But for the first time...he wasn’t sure what it was going to cost.
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Amy jumped when a hand touched her shoulder. 

“You okay, Amy?” a voice asked softly.

She turned and looked up. “Ricky, you scared me.” 

“Sorry,” he said with a sheepish smile. “I didn’t mean to. Just wanted to see if you need more wood chopped for the kitchen.” 

“I know,” she said, her voice quieter now. “Thanks. That’d be real helpful.”

She glanced past him and her heart sank. Nash was leaving. He slid a few coins onto the table and walked out without touching his breakfast. Without looking back. Her heart hurt a little more. 

Her throat tightened.

Ricky followed her gaze, his expression darkening just a little as he saw the full plate left behind. He hesitated, then stepped a little closer to her.

“You want me to go after him?” he asked, his voice steady but low.

Amy shook her head quickly. “No. It’s fine.”

But it wasn’t. Not really.

Ricky studied her for a bit longer, the way her shoulders sagged, the way her hand gripped the edge of the doorjamb just a little too tight. 

He wanted to say something, anything that might make it better. But all he could manage was, “You deserve better than the way he leaves you guessing all the time.” 

Amy gave a sad little smile and looked down. “He’s just figuring things out, is all,” she said as she defended him, as they walked back into the kitchen. 

And I’ll wait. Though she didn’t say that aloud. 

Ricky nodded slowly, but his hands curling into fists at his sides. She’d never see him the way she looked at Nash. But that didn’t stop him from wishing she would. He had been waiting for her to see him for years, and he could wait a little longer.

“I’ll go get that wood,” he said, his voice rougher than before.

“Thanks, Ricky,” she murmured.

He gave her one last glance before heading out the back door, the screen creaking shut behind him. The morning air was cooler in the shade behind the café, but it did nothing to cool the heat rising in his chest.

He grabbed the axe leaning against the side of the woodpile and set a fresh log on the chopping block. His jaw clenched as he brought the blade down with a solid crack. Each swing sharper than the last, as if the rhythm might quiet the thought he couldn’t shake. 

She’s still waiting for him.

Another log. Another swing.

Even after he left his food untouched and walked out like she was nothing more than a memory. 

Ricky didn’t blame Nash for dreaming bigger. He’d heard all about the articles, The California newspaper, San Francisco. But dreaming bigger didn’t mean you had to step on hearts on your way out. 

Amy deserved someone who saw her. Someone who stayed and who cared for her. 

He split another piece of wood clean through, the sharp rhythm of it helping settle the storm brewing inside of him.

He’d known Amy since they were children. Their mamas used to trade baked goods and garden cuttings, and they’d run barefoot through the wildflower fields behind her house. She’d always felt like a little sister. Until she didn’t. Until somewhere along the way, his feelings had shifted, and she hadn’t noticed.

Or maybe she had. And just hadn’t returned them.

That hurt worse than he’d expected.

He let out a breath and wiped his sleeve across his brow. He wasn’t going to tell her. Not yet. Not when her heart was still tangled up with a man who couldn’t even eat the food she made for him. 

But if Nash left, really left, Ricky would be there. He’d always be there.

Even if she never looked at him the way she looked at Nash Carver. 

Inside the café, Amy stood for a long moment in the quiet kitchen, listening to the faint thud of the axe from the yard. Finally, she drew in a shaky breath and moved through the kitchen into the dining room. 

At Nash’s table she picked up the untouched plate of food. She gathered the cup and coins, slipping the money into her apron pocket. Her eyes drifted to the window.

Outside, she saw the back of Nash as he rode away. Her chest tightened.

“Lord,” she whispered, “please watch over him and protect him. Lead him where You want him to be...and help me handle whatever comes.”

Turning back toward the kitchen, her heart aching with every step. At the counter, she scraped the food into the scrap bucket for the animals. Such a pity to waste a perfectly good meal. 

A tear slipped down her cheek before she realized it. She angrily swiped another away.

No. She wouldn’t cry. Not over something she had no control over. Nash probably didn’t even know how deeply she cared for him.

She set the plate in the dishpan, head bowed, trying to blink away the rest of her tears, when a hand gently touched her shoulder again.

Amy flinched, then froze.

The hand turned her slightly, and before she could speak, she was folded into someone’s arms. The familiar warmth, the smell of woodsmoke and pine-it was Ricky.

“Shhh,” he whispered. “It’s okay.”

She didn’t answer, just let herself lean into his chest and cry. Only for a minute. Just until she could breathe again.

What she didn’t see, what neither of them saw, was the figure that had just stepped quietly into the kitchen from the dining room. 

Nash stood in the doorway, stunned. He’d come back to say goodbye. Guilt had eaten at him for leaving so coldly. He had wanted to tell her he’d written the paper and
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