
Back to You, Always

––––––––
[image: ]


Lukas Engelbrecht

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright 2024 by Lukas Engelbrecht

Contents

Chapter 1: Welcome Home, Nurse Wreck.

Chapter 2: The Chicken Incident.

Chapter 3: Paging Dr. Ex-Boyfriend.

Chapter 4: Bad Timing is Still Timing.

Chapter 5: The Curse of Willow Glen.

Chapter 6: Secrets Beneath the Willow.

Chapter 7: The Coffeepot Confessional.

Chapter 8: Night Whispers and Maple Pie.

Chapter 9: The Woman in the Attic.

Chapter 10: The Names Beneath the Floorboards.

Chapter 11: Hollow Eyes, Shattered Truths.

Chapter 12: The Last Living Thread.

Chapter 13: The Return.

Chapter 14: The Fireworks We Never Lit.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Welcome Home, Nurse Wreck.
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Grace Holloway hit the town limits of Willow Glen with a dented suitcase in the backseat and a half-dead GPS chirping out, “You have arrived at your destination.”
She hadn’t. Not even close.
“Still smells like cow and regret,” she muttered, easing her foot off the gas. Main Street looked the same: sleepy, smug, and suspiciously well-swept. A group of kids chased a goat past the bakery like it was a normal Tuesday. It was a normal Tuesday.

The Holloway house stood at the end of Lavender Lane, tucked between an abandoned scarecrow factory and a general store that sold everything from pickled peaches to wedding dresses. Grace pulled up, turned off the ignition, and sat there a moment, staring at the crooked porch swing she’d broken kissing Eli Carter during the summer of ’09.

Mistake number one: coming back.
Mistake number two: remembering anything about Eli Carter.
The front door opened before she could even grab her bag.

“Well, look what the cat coughed up and the rooster denied,” said her mother, Eloise, leaning on a cane wrapped in paisley duct tape.

Grace stepped out of the car. “Hi, Mom.”

Eloise hobbled closer, smirking. “You look like Los Angeles chewed you up and spit you back in flats.”

“They’re called practical shoes, Mom.”

“They’re called giving up.”

Grace hugged her. Smelled lavender and lemon soap and something vaguely herbal. Her mom hugged back, tighter than expected. Then gave her a swift smack on the arm.

“Ow.”

“That’s for not calling last week when I slipped on the chicken feed.”

“You texted: ‘All good. Just a minor poultry incident.’ I didn’t think I needed to fly halfway across the country.”

“I didn’t fall halfway across the country. I fell on my hip.”

Grace rolled her eyes and grabbed her suitcase. “I’m here now.”

“Lucky me. The prodigal nurse returns.”

Inside, the house hadn’t changed. The wallpaper still had dancing raccoons on it. A wind chime of spoons and old earrings still jangled near the door. And the air still held the weird tension of a place where time didn’t pass—it loitered.

Eloise settled into her armchair like a queen reclaiming her throne. “I assume you want tea before you start judging everything?”

“I’m not judging.”

“You’re judging.”

“I’m observing.”

“Same thing,” Eloise sniffed. “It’s in your DNA.”

Grace made tea, poured two mugs, and tried not to think about how good it felt to be back in this weird, cluttered kitchen. Then she ruined it by asking, “So when do I meet your new doctor?”

Eloise grinned like a cat who’d swallowed something big. “Oh, you’ve met him before.”

Grace froze, kettle in hand. “What?”

“Tall. Broody. Eyes like espresso and anger issues.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes. Eli Carter. And my, oh my, he’s aged like a fine cheese. Sharp. A little nutty. And women keep asking him to take their blood pressure.”

Grace sat down hard. “Please tell me he’s just filling in.”

“He’s permanent. Bought the clinic three years ago. Runs the community garden on Saturdays. Still unmarried. Though some say he’s got an emotional support cactus.”

Grace stared at her tea. “You could’ve warned me.”

“I could’ve. But you wouldn’t have come.”

“I might have.”

“You didn’t even come home for Christmas.”

“I was working.”

“You were hiding.”

Grace clenched her jaw. “This isn’t about him.”

“Of course not,” Eloise said, patting her hand. “It’s about you and your precious baggage. I hope you labeled it. Because it’s leaking.”

Before Grace could retort, the doorbell rang.

“Oh good,” her mom said, eyes twinkling. “That’ll be the town welcome committee.”

Grace sighed, stood, and opened the door.

And there he stood.

Dr. Eli Carter. Taller than she remembered. Scruffier. Wearing jeans and a button-up like a man who’d just chopped wood and then saved a life. His eyes locked onto hers and didn’t flinch.

“Hey, Grace.” His voice was lower now. More gravel. Less charm. “Heard you were back.”

She stared. “Did you?”

He held up a basket. “Brought you muffins. Karen down at the bakery said you liked blueberry.”

“I did. In 2009.”

He shrugged. “Some things change.”

She took the basket anyway. “Thanks.”

He didn’t leave.

She didn’t invite him in.

Eloise coughed loudly from the living room. “Ask him in before the muffins get cold!”

Grace stepped aside. Eli walked in, boots thudding softly on the worn wooden floors. He looked around like the house was a memory he hadn’t asked for.

“You redecorated,” he said.

Grace raised an eyebrow. “One of the raccoons fell off.”

They both looked at the wallpaper. It was still horrifying.

Eloise grinned. “You two should catch up. Grace, take him out back. The chickens miss your face.”

“I doubt that,” she muttered.

But she led him through the kitchen, out the screen door, into the wild, overgrown backyard where chickens clucked like they knew something. Grace set the muffin basket on the porch railing.

Eli leaned against a post. “So. Nurse now, huh?”

“ER nurse. Ten years.”

“Must be intense.”

“More intense than small-town gossip and weekly bake-offs.”

He smirked. “You’d be surprised. I’ve stitched up more pie-related injuries than I care to admit.”

Silence stretched. Tense. Familiar. Heavy with all the things they hadn’t said.

Grace picked up a muffin. Peeled the wrapper with precision. “Why didn’t you tell my mom you were the doctor?”

“I didn’t think she’d keep it a secret.”

“She’s crafty.”

“She’s Eloise Holloway.”

They both laughed, then stopped, like they’d tripped over a memory.

Eli straightened. “Look, I didn’t come to cause trouble.”

“You never had to try.”

His jaw tightened. “Right. Well. Welcome back.”

He turned, walked toward the gate. Chickens scattered. Grace watched him go, the smell of blueberry muffins and unsaid things hanging in the air.

She bit into the muffin.

Still warm. Still good.

Damn it.
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Chapter 2: The Chicken Incident.
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Grace didn’t sleep. Not because of jet lag, or because her childhood bed still had glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling. It was the damn rooster.

He crowed at 4:00 a.m.

Again at 4:05.

And at 4:12, he sounded like he was being exorcised.

By 4:17, Grace was out the door in her pajamas, barefoot, and holding a tennis racket.

“Come on, come on, where are you, you demon pigeon—”

The rooster—jet black with a crimson wattle and what she swore was a smirk—stared at her from the compost heap.

Grace pointed the racket. “One more noise, and you’re getting rehomed to KFC.”

It blinked. Mockingly.

She charged. It bolted through the garden, under the porch, and back into the chicken coop like it had just won a dare.

She stood in the dew-soaked grass, panting, outwitted by poultry. Again.

A cough behind her.

She turned.

Her mother stood on the porch, robe tied tight, arms crossed like a disappointed owl.

“Racket’s not regulation,” Eloise said.

Grace dropped it. “Why do we even have a rooster?”

“He belonged to your Aunt Millie. He’s her emotional support animal.”

“Millie’s been dead for four years.”

“Yes, well, now he supports me emotionally.”

“He’s the devil, Mom.”

“Beelzebird.”

“What?”

“That’s his name.”

Grace stared. “You named the rooster Beelzebird?”

Eloise smiled. “You’re adjusting well.”

By noon, Grace had showered, dressed, and made a list of errands, starting with "buy earplugs" and ending with "don’t murder anyone."

She needed to clear her head. Walking into town seemed safe enough. No car. No distractions. No Eli.

She made it five blocks.

"Grace Holloway!" came a singsong voice from across the street.

She turned slowly. A petite brunette in yoga pants and enough perfume to alert wildlife waved both arms like she was hailing a plane.

Grace blinked. “Tammy?”

Tammy Lister, former prom queen and now the president of Willow Glen’s Event Planning Task Force, bounced over. “Oh my stars, I thought it was you! You still wear black! How... LA of you.”

Grace forced a smile. “Hi, Tammy.”

“Oh, this is perfect timing! We just finalized the lineup for the Founder’s Festival! You remember—pies, parades, competitive lawn gnome painting?”

“How could I forget?”

Tammy leaned closer. “And rumor has it you and Dr. Eli Carter had a moment yesterday?”

Grace stepped back. “Do you people have a town-wide surveillance system?”

Tammy giggled. “No, silly. We have Doris. She lives next door. She heard your screen door creak at exactly 3:48 p.m. And then Eli’s truck pulled away at 4:06.”

Grace blinked. “That’s uncomfortably specific.”

“She’s a retired librarian. It’s her hobby.”

Tammy tapped her arm. “Anyway! If you’re here for a while, maybe you could help judge the bake-off? You were always so good at criticism.”

Grace gritted her teeth. “I’ll think about it.”

The town still had that weird Willow Glen energy. People waved too hard. Shops sold incense and homemade root beer. Signs read things like Moonflower Readings and Chakra Repairs While You Wait.

Grace stepped into the general store for toothpaste and left with a jar of anti-anxiety marmalade. She didn’t even ask.

Outside, the sky clouded. Thunder cracked. A breeze lifted her hair like a movie moment.

Then something soft and feathery slammed into her shoulder.

She screamed, flailed—and Beelzebird squawked, flying into traffic.

“OH COME ON!”

A truck honked. Tires screeched. People shouted. A blur of movement—then someone stepped into the street, scooped up the rooster like it was a baby, and carried him back to the sidewalk.

Eli.

Of course it was Eli.

He handed her the bird like this sort of thing happened daily. “You dropped your evil.”

Grace took the rooster. “He followed me.”

“He always did have questionable taste.”

She glared. “Is there a reason you’re following me?”

“I work here, remember? Clinic’s next to the hardware store.”

She hated how smug he sounded. “Congratulations on surviving a full sentence without being passive aggressive.”

He smiled. “Oh, I’ve got plenty left.”

Beelzebird let out a long, smug crow.

Eli looked at the rooster, then at Grace. “You okay?”

She hesitated. “Fine. Just attacked by poultry and gossip in equal measure.”

“That’s Willow Glen.”

“I noticed.”

He glanced away. “You staying long?”

“I don’t know.”

He nodded slowly. “Well... if you do, you’ll have to get used to weird timing.”

She tilted her
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