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      I need to start writing down where these ideas come from, because there was certainly an inspiration…I just don’t remember what it was.

      At any rate, like my other holiday shorts, these give me a reason to write something fun, steamy, short, fluffy—did I say steamy? This one might bend toward spicy.

      If spice is not your jam, now is the time to turn back.

      This book has an unambiguously happy ending. Because it is a Romance. I said what I had said.

      I hope you enjoy reading about Camille and Theo! If you did, and would like to TELL THE OTHERS in the form of a short, positive review, I encourage you to lean into that—Goodreads, The Storygraph, Fable, my bookstore, your fave social media page, etc. and so on.

      Enjoy!

      Xoxo,

      DL White
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      Petty Season is an explicit adult contemporary romance intended for readers 18+. Contains on-page sexual content, strong language, and an age-gap relationship.

      Tropes

      Age Gap Romance- OWYM

      Vacation Romance/ Island Fling

      Second chance at love/post divorce renaissance

      Insta-attraction

      Fast burn

      He Falls First
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      I was running late as hell for happy hour.

      My last call of the day went over because my director asked me to stay after the marketing team planning call. I was trying to be agreeable because I knew I was about to take more than a few days off for the upcoming holiday, and I wanted to answer any questions that came up before I was out of office.

      How about that man asked me to change my vacation so I could help with a presentation to a client? A simple presentation for which I had already done most of the work. All they had to do was click the button and stick to the talk track.

      He couldn’t seem to accept what I had already explained—my vacation had been on my calendar since February, which was well before a pitch was even a twinkle in the eye of the marketing team.

      “Cam…come on,” he soothed, and I heard the smile in his voice. “We just think you should be in the room. You’ve prepared the materials, the client knows you. You should do the pitch.”

      I blinked slowly. Begging hadn’t worked on me in a very long time. “I plan to be nowhere near Atlanta that day.”

      “What if you just came in on the day of the presentation? We’ll fly you in and fly you back out⁠—”

      “That doesn’t even make sense, and you can’t talk your boss into approving it,” I said. “I will be back in the office on July 11th. You can move the presentation, or present without me. Either way, this is a you problem to solve.”

      “Look, I’m sorry. I may have to pull rank⁠—”

      “Not with me, you don’t,” I said. “I’m signing off. See you next week, Rob.”

      I hung up before he could push further.

      That was probably unprofessional.

      After years at Elevate Media, I’d worked my way up from marketing assistant to Senior Brand Manager without much more than a few dollars a year in raises. I knew how far I could push Rob, Director of Brand Management. He knew what a gem, a workhorse and a gift he had in me.

      The chances he would actually man up and fire me were slim, but not zero, so I would absolutely be on my game for the next few weeks.

      After I disconnected from our call, I shut down my computer and spun out of my office chair, dashing across the open floor plan to my bedroom, my footsteps echoing against the stained concrete floor of my condo. I threw open the door, where the floors shifted to warm oak wood covered in throw rugs, stripped out of my work from home attire—a roomy two-piece set that looked curiously like pajamas, and jumped into the shower.

      I caught myself halfway through mentally rewriting the pitch opening slide. I turned the water to cold for ten seconds, the way Britta, my daughter and pretend therapist, was always telling me to, and let it shock the thought out of me.

      No more bending over backwards for these people.

      My shoulders dropped almost immediately upon getting out of the shower. I pulled on a tank top and linen pants, ran a little oil through my pixie cut and brushed the edges down. Then I stepped into a pair of sneakers, grabbed my cross-body bag and hit the door with sixteen minutes to make a three-block walk if I wanted to beat Britta to Kitty Dare, our favorite happy hour spot.

      My phone had been going off since I left the building. I didn’t even need to look to know what the commotion was about.

      The friend group chat had two modes. There was the one where we lost our minds over reality TV and sent each other unhinged memes at two in the morning.

      Then there was planning mode.

      Every year for the past six years our friend group vacationed on one of the Outer Banks islands. The core was the same group of people with a revolving door of plus ones who somehow needed a full logistical operation to get themselves to a beach house.

      We rented a different house every year, scouted new restaurants every year, booked different excursions every year. There were cars to coordinate, and menus to plan across ten to twelve adults. The work was supposed to be shared, but somehow I always ended up doing most of it.

      I was tired of doing most of it. Our trip was rapidly approaching, and it was like someone just woke up one day and realized half of the work was not done and I was inundated with requests to pitch in and help.

      I entered the cool of Kitty Dare, the bustle of the BeltLine falling away behind me. I could make out Britta’s silhouette at the end of the bar before my eyes had even adjusted to the dim lighting. Dropping onto the stool beside her, I let my bag hit the empty seat next to me, and caught the bartender’s eye for my usual, the blush-pink Eti’s G&T.

      “If TGIF was a person,” Britta quipped.

      She was still in her work clothes, so she must have walked from her office building. She already had a half-empty glass of wine in front of her, and she was still wearing the face she put on to listen to other people’s problems.

      “It was a day,” I replied.

      “Mmm,” Britta responded, then waited. She was good at waiting. It was, professionally speaking, one of her top skills.

      My drink arrived, blush-pink in a large wine glass. I took a long, fortifying sip before I said anything. “These people are driving me up a wall,” I started.

      “Which people? Work or your friends?”

      “Both. But right now, the group chat is blowing up my phone. Nobody but me has done a single thing. They’re all waiting for me to get sick of reminding them to do the shit they said they’d do and just do it.”

      “Isn’t that trip in…a couple of weeks?”

      I glared, pressing my lips together in a thin line.

      “You’re not doing that shit for them. Right?”

      “I don’t want to. But I also don’t want to be on a trip where people half-assed the planning and they’re all looking at me to solve problems last minute because nobody remembered to book anything or confirm anything or make sure we all eat every day.”

      “Mom. You can’t do everything just because other people don’t know how to keep their word. You can’t rescue everyone.”

      “But if I don’t, I’ll be on a trip that’s a disaster from start to finish.”

      I squared the cocktail napkin under my glass, nudging it until the edges were parallel with the bar top. It was a habit. “At this point, I’d honestly rather bail on the whole thing than show up to a trip nobody bothered to plan and spend the whole weekend watching it implode.”

      Britta said nothing, just watched me fidget. Somehow the silence was more irritating than anything she could have said out loud.

      “Just say it.”

      “Well…you just said you would rather not go on vacation at all than go on one you didn’t plan yourself.”

      I opened my mouth. Closed it. “Okay. Yes. Because I know how I would do it. I just—why is it so hard for people to do things right, so I don’t have to?” The Muzak version of Cee Lo’s “Fuck You” drifted up from inside my bag, tinny and absurdly cheerful. A man two stools down looked over. I took my time reaching in and sending it to voicemail.

      “That’s your F.A.D.,” I said, nodding toward my bag. “I’ll get back to him never.” Britta’s eye roll was the only thing she gave me anymore when I used the acronym for Fuck Ass Daddy. The phase where she corrected me back to LaValle had come and gone. I knew that asshole’s name.

      “Why is he calling you?”

      “I didn’t tell you? Oh. He called to ask me to help his wife plan a dinner party.”

      A crease appeared between her brows. “A dinner party for what?”

      “Hell if I know. I just know it’ll be at their overblown ugly ass mini-mansion.”

      I had never set foot in it and never would, but I’d seen enough on the kids’ social media to know exactly what I was dealing with—new build, gated cul-de-sac, millennial gray from floor to ceiling, white trim, two-story foyer, gold fixtures, marble waterfall island straight off a Pinterest board. The man spent twenty-nine years with me without a single opinion about a throw pillow. Now he had an accent wall.

      “Something to entertain the partners at the law firm, I’d imagine,” I added, with a shudder I didn’t bother to suppress.

      “Well…” Britta set her wine glass down with care. “No one throws a party like Camille Augustine but… is he offering to pay you?”

      “Hasn’t said a word about money. And you know he’s still salty about the divorce settlement.”

      “Is he asking nicely, at least?”

      Britta skirted the subject of our post-marriage agreement, which was smart of her. LaValle had the good sense not to fight the lawyer I hired after I found out about his affair. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to take care of me, the mother of his children and wife of nearly 30 years. It was that he would have preferred to do less. I made sure less wasn’t an option before I signed anything.

      “He’s asking like I’m supposed to be grateful for the opportunity to plan something nice for the paralegal he married a week after our divorce was final.” I reached over and tore a hunk off the bread basket that had appeared at the end of the bar.

      Carbs. I’d earned them.

      Britta closed her eyes and inhaled one of those long breaths. I sensed her counting to ten, then releasing the breath. She really was much better at regulating her emotions. She didn’t get that from me. When she opened them again she looked older than thirty.

      “Don’t tell me you said yes.”

      “Girl, no.” I picked an ice cube out of the glass and crunched it.

      “So why’s he calling? Mom?”

      “I said I would think about it.”

      “Which means you said yes. Mom. You are running on empty. Pouring from a bone dry cup. You know that, right? You’re supposed to be having a post-divorce renaissance.”

      “I haven’t even gotten to the best part yet. Rob basically told me I need to cut my vacation short—or move it entirely—so I can be there to present some media package to a new client.”

      Britta clasped her hands together and dropped them to the bar. Now she was getting heated. Angry Britta was my favorite Britta. “I’m sorry, maybe I haven’t had enough wine, or maybe I’ve had too much wine, because I thought I heard you say that milquetoast, skinny ass, dick-shaped-head excuse for a man is trying to tell you that you can’t go on vacation because his staff can’t do their jobs.”

      “He said he might have to pull rank. I told him not on me, you’re not, and hung up.” I took a long sip of my drink and continued. “I might not have a job next week. Actually, maybe he’ll fire me. Then I don’t have to feel guilty about the vacation. Silver linings!”

      “Mom.” Britta straightened, putting the therapist voice back on. “I have a radical idea. Are you listening?”

      “Britt, the entire bar is listening. Are you drunk?”

      “No. Well.” She tipped her head side to side. “Maybe. I’m not driving, so I honestly don’t care. Anyway.” She paused for effect, drawing it out for dramatics. “Ready for radical ideas? I have a few of them, actually.”

      “Can we get some food? I need more than bread.”

      “That’s radical idea number one. Pick something off the bar menu. I’m paying.” She held up a finger. “Okay, first. You are not going on that trip. You’re not spending money to not have a good time. Also, you are not planning Dad’s dinner. Let Ashley or… Amber or whatever that woman’s name is figure it out. And of course, you are not canceling your vacation to save Rob’s ass. Those are three separate decisions you are going to commit to right here, right now.”

      “Britta… I can’t just tell people no⁠—”

      “You can just tell people no. And you will.” Britta leaned in, dropping her voice just slightly. “Tell me why you think you can’t say no to people.”

      I didn’t answer. I drained the last of my gin and tonic and set the glass down with a heavy thunk.

      “Because you’re afraid they’ll be mad at you,” she answered for me. “Because you think if you stop managing everything, then everything falls apart, and then everything falling apart is somehow your fault. Because at some point, your job turned into making sure everyone else’s life runs like clockwork and nothing bad ever happens to anyone you care about.”

      She paused. “And Mom…that stress can kill you.”

      I paused, knowing she was right and not liking it. “This is not fair. You’re a therapist and my daughter. You know too much about me.”

      “It’s true, though. You have already taken the time off work. You have already told your boss you will not be there for that presentation. Take the money you planned to spend on the group trip and put it toward something you will actually enjoy. Something you planned for Camille’s pleasure.”

      My phone buzzed again. Then again. I could picture exactly what was happening in that group chat. Someone asking where the restaurant reservations were. Someone asking if anyone had booked excursion activities yet. Someone asking for details I’d already provided if they would just check the attachments. And read them.

      And nobody solving any of it because they had learned over six years that I would solve it. I would always solve it.

      I didn’t want to solve it anymore.

      Around us the bar had filled up. It was prime time for Kitty’s—people just off work, voices rising as the liquor poured, laughing and talking and shaking off the weight of the week. The music was something bluesy and up-tempo, vaguely familiar.

      I finally caught the bartender’s eye and pointed
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