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Rebound

by

Brynn Paulin

Returning home was never on my bingo card.

Neither was the bad break up I’m leaving behind. 

Most unexpected of all: Joseph Chatham. Ten years younger than me and my brother-in-law’s younger brother. 

He’s off limits and unbelievably sexy.

Joey is stunning, and cocky, and he makes me feel things I’ve never experienced. Things I’ll never admit to. Because we can never happen. 

But he has plans for me, naughty plans, and he’s determined to make them happen. He doesn’t care about my arguments against getting together or all the reasons it’s wrong. 

So when he proposes we just keep our relationship a secret, just between us, a rebound fling seems like exactly what I need. That is, until I realize it might not be a rebound at all, and in small towns…? Well, nothing stays a secret for long.
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One

Grace Summers

“You could help your sister,” my mom offered, her voice coming through my vehicle’s speakers, via Bluetooth. 

My fingers tapped on the steering wheel of my overloaded SUV while I rolled along Route-41, heading for home. While I traveled past the endless stands of white pines, I could hardly believe I was here. Two weeks ago, my life in Texas had imploded and now, I was headed to Summerville, the town founded by my great, great, great-something ancestors in the mid-eighteen hundreds.

I still couldn’t believe this unexpected turn of events was happening.

“I’m sure she doesn’t need my help,” I hedged. I was returning home with my tail between my legs, and the last thing I wanted was to go to work for my older sister, who’d probably only grudgingly hire me.

“Sure she does,” Mom insisted. “You know she has that business making dog clothes. She’s got one of those… What’s it called? An Envy shop.”

“Etsy.”

“Oh, right, yeah. Anyway, I’ve been helping her a couple days a week, but she said she had to start looking for someone to help her.”

“Doing what?” I asked, begrudgingly more interested than I wanted to be. A job was a job even if it was outside of my field of expertise. “I can’t sew.”

My mother laughed, probably remembering my attempt with needle and thread in high school—a legendary disaster. “Oh, well. I’m sure you could do something. Shipping? Invoicing? You know… She’ll leave you to the left brain tasks while she does that creative stuff.”

“Yeah…probably not. Don’t worry, Mom. Summerville has plenty of businesses. Worst case scenario, I can look for something in Marquette.”

“Don’t be silly,” she scoffed. “That’s almost an hour away.”

“I know. I had a job there before,” I reminded her. “I’ll find something. I may have been working for that scumbag ex of mine, but I am qualified for quite a few jobs.” Overqualified, actually. 

I’d told her that before, but I repeated again now—more for my benefit than hers. Who would have thought I’d be moving back home at thirty-three years old? Or that I’d break up with my jerk of a fiancé just a couple weeks before our wedding? Or that the same jerk would cheat on me then fire me, so he could give my job to his little twenty-year-old unqualified tartlet.

Bitter? Me?

No…

Well, maybe, a little.

I hadn’t asked Sidney, my ex, why he’d done it. I mean…in some ways, the girl was everything I wasn’t—a barely legal, teeny tiny, bleach-blonde cheerleader-type whiffet, and he thought she walked on water because she had a TikTok channel with a thousand followers. Which would help an agritech company how? Views and likes on viral dances didn’t translate to contracts.

But I was more than ten years older than her. I wasn’t a petite little thing, and I was okay with that. I sported some rockin’ womanly curves I wouldn’t trade away anyway. Sidney had attempted to body shame me when I walked in on them in his office, but we both knew there wasn’t a damn thing wrong with my shape. He was just making excuses for his bad behavior. 

Whatever. I gave his fling less than six months.

Though… When I thought about it… It could last longer than that. The biggest difference between me and Gigi the TikTok star was she didn’t mind getting on her knees in his office. I knew that from witnessing of the event firsthand.

Unfortunately.

Everything after that was a slow-motion montage of shock, living rent-free in my head. 

I’d whipped my ring at him. 

He’d fired me. 

Well, fired and insulted me because clearly I was in the wrong. 

Well, if you weren’t so fat, he’d yelled, maybe, I wouldn’t be interested in anyone else. Maybe, if you gave it up more often, got on your knees once or twice, I wouldn’t notice the weight.

Ass. 

Hole.

Seriously. That was probably an insult to assholes. 

And I wasn’t even overweight. God forbid. He’d harped on it often enough.

My jaw clenched, and I sucked in a long, anger-fueled breath.

“I know you’ll find something, darling,” my mom said, unaware of the turmoil rifling through my SUV. I needed to get off the phone, so I could do some of that meditative breathing crap that was supposed to be helping me. Truly, after Sid, I understood why some women snapped and got stabby.

“You’re smart and talented. That dick didn’t deserve you,” she added.

“Mom!” I exclaimed, laughing at her language.

“What? Like you don’t call him that. Trust me, my book club and I have far more colorful names for him. Speaking of that… Do you want to come to our meeting tonight? We’ll have wine.”

“Um…” Tempting but I didn’t see that ending well. Plus if I said yes to the club, she’d rope me into family dinner, which was right before it. “I think I’ll pass this time. Maybe next month, okay? I should unpack and stuff. And rest. I’ve been on the road for almost three days.” The drive from Houston, Texas to Summerville near the tippy-top of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula was a purgatory all on its own. I just wanted to drop into a bed and pass out for a while.

“Okay, well, it’s an open invitation. Maybe, next time, then. Anyway, the guest cabin is ready for you. It’s unlocked and I left the key on the kitchen counter. Hope you don’t mind, but I put some groceries in the fridge.”

Mind? I almost teared up from the comfort of my mom momming me. “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate it. Everything.”

“Love you, kiddo. Your dad and I won’t converge on you this weekend since you’re exhausted and we’re scheduled to go out of town.” Yeah…my timing was great. I was coming home during their anniversary weekend. ”But I expect you for coffee first thing on Monday.” 

 She sounded nonchalant, but I knew it was more of an order. I hadn’t seen everyone since Christmas. Because of that, my parents had almost canceled their trip for the next few days, but I’d insisted that they didn’t.

“Okay, I’ll be there by nine. Love you.”

“Love you, too, sweetheart. We’re all glad you’re home. Don’t spend the weekend obsessing over that jerk, okay? He didn’t deserve you, and you know there’s someone out there who’s a thousand times better and just waiting to worship you.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

As we disconnected, I didn’t need her to clarify they were glad I was back without that guy. They were happy I come home without Sid. None of my family had liked my ex. None of them had wanted me to move to Texas after college. And part of me was admittedly super excited to be back, since I’d missed them—Mom, Dad, my perfect older sister Hope, who’d married Howie my best friend in high school, their three little munchkins… Even if I was still holding a grudge against Hope and Howie over the secrets they’d kept from me back when they secretly got together.

I was lucky to have the family I did. I knew it. I had the best support system in the world. They had my back, no matter what. I wasn’t heartbroken and morose over my breakup, though. Even if I was humiliated and everyone would know. There might be eighteen thousand residents in Summerville, but our social circles were still tight. News traveled.

I wasn’t the first or last woman who’d ever been cheated on, but I was embarrassed. I’d been blindsided, to tell the truth. But I wasn’t devastated. And to have it happen like it had…walking in on that saliva-filled blowjob. Then to have him fire me, insult me, and refuse to reimburse me for any of the house and furnishing we’d been working to put together? Thankfully, we’d still had separate accounts and hadn’t been living together, yet. 

The day after the breakup, I’d pulled a chunk from my savings and hired a lawyer to recoup my loss. I had receipts, and Sid had debt.

More than anything, I was enraged. Definitely not heartbroken. Any tears shed had been of frustration, shock and humiliation. It had taken me less than an hour to realize I wasn’t crushed. I wasn’t sure when I’d fallen out of love with Sid or if I’d actually ever loved him at all.

I was… Well, I was relieved to be free of him. The digs that last day weren’t his first. I’d put up with too much.

Now, a sense of peace filled me as my SUV, pulling a small enclosed trailer, rolled past the county’s limits and familiar sights appeared. 

Home. Where I belonged.

My peace only grew stronger when I pulled onto my family’s property minutes later. I didn’t pause at the main farmhouse, where my parents lived, but kept following the dirt road a quarter mile to the “guest” cabin. The fact that we had extra homes on the large property made it sound as if my family were super wealthy. We really weren’t. But my mom and dad owned a decent-sized working farm, that had been in our family since the nearby town of Summerville had been founded. The small two-bedroom place where I’d be staying was just one of the many buildings spaced around the stretch of land.

I yawned roundly, so glad to finally be here after the long drive. Parking in front of my new home, at least until I settled finances with Sid and found a property of my own, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 

Time to start for the next chapter of my life. Whatever that might be.

I didn’t bother to unpack anything from the SUV or trailer. There would be plenty of time for that tomorrow. I just grabbed my small suitcase, purse and laptop case from the backseat then headed up the walkway to the small porch.

If I knew my mom, the bed was already decked with fresh linens, and I wouldn’t even need to do a thing before falling into it. A comfortable sense of home surrounding me, I paused on the walkway and looked around at the wide open space and the lush green that I’d missed so much while in Houston. There were green spaces there, but it was different from here. I never realized how much until I came back to Summerville, breathed in the country air and listened to the bugs and frogs singing in the distance. 

As I surveyed my surroundings, one of the farmhands rode over the ridge. Like the ranches in Texas, we had a lot of land to tend with our grain and silage crops, and it wasn’t unusual to see men on horseback or ATV. The rider pulled up his horse and lifted a hand at me. I waved back, having no idea who it was. At this point, I wasn’t even sure who worked for my parents anymore. Without a doubt, I’d find out before long.

Dropping my hand from the wave, I headed into the house, following the sweet siren call of bed.

Seeing the worker reminded me I didn’t really need a job, not if I didn’t want one for a little autonomy, anyway. There was always a ton to be done here. On a temporary basis, it would be okay, but I didn’t want to work for my parents—or Howie, who was set to take over for them sometime in the next ten years. They were already giving me so much, and truthfully, I kind of felt like a loser, moving home like this, despite the circumstance.

“You could have gotten another great job in Houston,” I reminded myself as I trudged to the bedroom, already pulling off my clothes. I had tons of connections there. It wouldn’t have mattered what sort of reference Sid gave me, I would have been hired. I’d chosen to return to my roots and people who supported me the most. What better place was there than Summerville to lick my wounds and regroup?  I couldn’t think of one.


 

 

Two

Grace

Bang-bang-bang!

I startled awake at the explosion. When it came again, I realized it wasn’t something blowing up, but rather a vigorous knocking on my front door. It wasn’t morning already, was it? 

My head rolled sideways on the blessedly soft pillow. Crap, it had only been a half hour since I’d basically face-planted into the mattress. 

But there was the knocking again. 

Make it stop! God, why me?

Groaning, I dragged myself from the blankets, intent on telling whoever it was to go away until tomorrow. Please, don’t let it be my sister. Especially don’t let it be her and the kids.

It wasn’t Hope.

Nope. Definitely not my sister.

I glared at a blue-eyed god, who waited on the stoop, his hat in his hands when I swung open the door. Man, he was built. But he was also about the age of Gigi the wonder-wench. He swallowed visibly, bright red creeping into his face as he stared back at me. What? Oh…damn! Belatedly, I realized I only wore a tank and panties. Yep, I was that tired and out of it. And now, after less than forty-five minutes at home, I was standing half-naked in front of one of my parents’ workers.

Winning. 

Geez.

At this rate, I’d need to move to Antarctica to escape my trail of humiliation. As my skin prickled in embarrassment, I decided to brazen it out. I was more covered than when I wore my bathing suit.

“Hi…?” I muttered, rubbing my fingers over the middle of my forehead. “Sorry, I was asleep. You needed something?” 

Was he the one I’d glimpsed riding across the ridge? When I peeked around, I didn’t see a horse. Of course, he could have taken it to the barn and walked back here during the minuscule time I’d slept.

He didn’t answer, and I caught his blue-eyed stare sweeping over me again, stopping at my chest then drifting over the rest of me, his gaze almost a palpable touch on my bare legs, before rising again. I cleared my throat and lifted an eyebrow at him. His eyes widened. Quickly, he shifted his focus over my shoulder and away from my bra-less breasts. Thing was, I wasn’t all that offended by his hungry appraisal. God knew, Sidney hadn’t appreciated my looks in a while. 

My visitor scrubbed his hand over his unruly brown hair, loose curls flopping over his brow. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you’d be in bed. I came over to offer help.” He nodded over his shoulder. “With unpacking your trailer.”

That was sweet. And unexpected. 

I shook my head. “I’ve been driving for almost sixteen hours today and awake a lot longer than that. You think you could help me tomorrow?”

I wouldn’t say no to this hunky young guy ogling me some more while he helped me out. Some of my boxes were pretty heavy. 

He smiled, revealing his gleaming smile, with one slightly crooked canine. Something about that just made him even more handsome. “Of course. I’d be happy to.”

“Maybe after lunch? If you’re not busy with, um, farm stuff.” Tomorrow might be Saturday, but my parents’ spread had a plethora of sectors where he might work, any day of the week.

“Sure. I’ll be here.”

I held out my hand. “I’m Grace, by the way.”

“I know,” he said, his fingers closing around mine while he shook. “I’m Joseph.” 

I blinked at him, disoriented by the unexpected tingle that crept up my arm. The way he said his name indicated he expected me to know who he was. Joseph… Joseph… Joseph…

My head tilted as I studied him. Blue eyes, sun-streaked brown hair and chiseled bone structure that looked familiar. Really familiar.

“Chatham,” he added, a small smile curling his lips as he seemed to guess I was on the edge of recognition but not quite there.

My mouth dropped open. This time, it was my stare running over him 

“Joey?” I practically yelled. “Howie’s little brother, Joey?” 

Wow… He wasn’t so little anymore. Joey—no, Joseph—was an Adonis now. Topping six feet by a few inches, he had to be sporting at least two hundred pounds of hard, sculpted muscle. His powerful forearms, bared by the rolled sleeves of his plaid shirt, looked as if he could snap tree trunks with just his hands. “No. Way. The last time I saw you was at Howie and Faith’s wedding. You were… What? Eight? Nine?”

“Fifteen years ago? Yeah… I was eight.”

“Wow… I wouldn’t have recognized you. I mean… Well, clearly, I didn’t.” 

I’d been home occasionally in the past years, but only for a few days at a time, and I’d never seen anyone outside of my family. My visits were brief, and I’d never gone anywhere other than to relatives’ houses and to church. 

Seeing this man reminded me of why I’d barely been home since I’d graduated from high school, though. My best friend—Joseph’s brother, Howie—and my sister had been seeing each other secretly during my entire senior year. 

I’d been hurt and pissed when I found out my so-called friend had been dating my older sister all that time, and it had driven a wedge between us. Mostly my fault. I hadn’t spoken to him that entire summer after we’d graduated, then I’d gone away for college, still not speaking to him. Yes, I’d come home for the wedding, under duress, but…nothing had ever been resolved between the three of us. 

My best friend marrying my sister had kind of ruined our relationships. And I certainly never saw his family after the wedding, because it wasn’t as if I went over there to hang out anymore. I didn’t feel welcomed.

Yeah, I was holding a grudge, but Hope and Howie were wrong.

I didn’t like being lied to by the two people who’d been closest to me. That was the biggest reason I would not be working for my sister.

Things had just changed since the days when we were practically attached at the hip.

“You look…different, too.” Joey’s gaze drifted again, reminding me I was standing near naked in front of my brother-in-law’s little brother.
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Life as she knew it
is over.
And that’s not bad.
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