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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For all the strong, independent women out there. May you forever always be unapologetically you.
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      I sighed as I flipped through the mail in my hand. Bill, bill, bill—oh, look, another fucking bill. I couldn’t keep up with them anymore.

      My photography work had slowed down, and if something didn’t happen soon, I was going to have to find a part-time job at the very least to pick up the slack. The bills just kept piling up, and they weren’t slowing down.

      But damn, I didn’t want to have to go back to working a regular job. I enjoyed working for myself. I thrived in my own environment. Working for someone else was not my thing.

      I tossed the mail onto the kitchen counter and yanked open my fridge, frowning at the meager contents. Shit, I needed to buy groceries, but with what money? I had one dollar and twenty-three cents in my checking account, and my savings account was at zero.

      God, life fucking sucked.

      I grabbed an apple out of the fridge drawer and kicked the door shut. A moan slipped from my lips when I bit into the juicy fruit. Damn, that hit the spot. And it would curb my hunger for a couple of hours, at least. Then, I could go dig around in my fridge again for food I already knew wasn’t going to be there.

      My phone rang on the kitchen counter next to the mail. I quickly grabbed it, frowning at the unknown number. Swiping my thumb across the screen, I answered it and put the call on speaker so I didn’t have to hold the phone.

      “Hello?”

      A woman cleared her throat. “Is this Selma Brooks?”

      I quickly swallowed my bite of apple. “Yes, ma’am, it is.” Please don’t be a bill collector. “How can I help you?”

      Please be a gig, I silently begged.

      “My name is Mikayla Aldrich. I came across your page on social media,” she began. “I really like your photos and the work you do.” My heart started beating crazily in my chest. She was going to hire me! “My significant other and I are adopting our son tomorrow, and I know it’s really short notice, but I’d love it if you could squeeze me into your schedule.”

      Oh, thank God.

      “Tomorrow is no problem,” I assured her. Because my calendar was currently as free as free could get. I was a desperate woman. She could’ve asked me to take pictures of a blade of grass, and I would’ve accepted.

      “I’m actually free.” Didn’t want to sound too desperate, even if I was. “Where is the adoption happening, and what time will it start?”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re a lifesaver.” Hell, she was saving mine. “It’s happening at the courthouse at ten in the morning. If you need to set anything up, I already cleared it with the courthouse, so you’re more than welcome to go in early and get things ready.”

      I smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that.” Being able to set up early without her family milling around would make my life a lot easier. I grabbed an envelope and flipped it to the back before grabbing a pen out of the kitchen drawer. “How many pictures are you wanting taken? And would you like a video?” I asked her as I scribbled furiously on the white envelope, trying to get the damned pen to work.

      “Honestly, I’ll take your biggest package.” My eyes almost bugged out of my head, and in my surprise, I ripped through the envelope, striking a blue line through my internet bill. Goddammit. But at least the pen was finally working.

      “So, you’re good with the fifteen hundred then?” I asked her, unable to keep my shock out of my voice. Fifteen hundred dollars would not only pay all my bills, but I’d be able to put money back into savings too and go grocery shopping.

      Holy fuck. This woman was a blessing.

      She laughed a little. “I’m good with it, hun. My son has been through a lot, and he deserves the absolute best.”

      My heart ached for this woman. Her words were full of conviction. No doubt, she was a good mom.

      I swallowed, trying to force my voice back to normal. “Uh…” I cringed, trying to remember what the hell came next. I was a little blindsided. “Sorry. Brain fart.” She laughed. “I just need your email so I can send you an invoice,” I finally told her.

      “No biggie.” She rattled off her email, and I quickly wrote it down. “I’ll pay it as soon as I get the email. I look forward to meeting you tomorrow, Selma.”

      “You, too, Mikayla. Have a wonderful evening.”

      I ended the call and then squealed, spinning around in a circle.

      I could put off having to find a part-time job one more month.

      Thank you, Mikayla Aldrich.
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        * * *

      

      “Selma!” I spun around to face whoever called my name. A blonde woman was jogging across the parking lot, waving at me. Wearing a pair of black slacks, a baby blue blouse, and pointy black flats, she looked like one of the workers. I tentatively waved back, wondering who in the world she was. She reached me, beaming, not even out of breath. I would have felt like I was dying. “I’m Mikayla.”

      “Oh!” I thrust my hand out, a light blush staining my cheeks. “Sorry if I appeared a little freaked out.”

      She shook my hand, her smile never faltering. “Don’t worry about it. If some random freak woman started yelling my name and running to me looking like she worked in this courthouse, I’d run, too.” I laughed. “I don’t normally dress like this. In fact, I actually had to go shopping so I had something suitable to wear.”

      I grinned at her; her smile was so infectious. “Anyway, I wanted to introduce myself, my significant other, and our son.” She smiled at a bulky man standing next to a pickup truck. A boy angled out of the backseat—probably about fifteen or sixteen years old—and walked to stand beside the man. “My spouse is Beau Justice, and that’s our son, Bentley.”

      I waved at them, and the older man cracked a grin, waving back. Bentley sort of just raised his hand and dropped it back to his side, shoving his hands into the pockets of his blue jeans afterward. He had on a button-down shirt open over a white t-shirt and a pair of Converse. The other man was wearing a pair of slacks the same color as Mikayla’s and a black button-down.

      “I need to head on inside,” Mikayla told me. “Please join us at the get-together after,” she pleaded. “You’re recording something so important to us. It doesn’t feel right to not have you there, too.”

      “I—well, I’ll need to edit your pictures—” I stammered. I’d rather not go considering it would be nothing but strangers. Which would one hundred percent be out of my element and uncomfortable.

      She waved me off. “Nonsense. Come hang out with us at the clubhouse. You know where it is, right? Storm Hogs MC?”

      I nodded. Who didn’t know of the Storm Hogs MC? I hadn’t lived here long, but they were known all over the state of Georgia for all the charity runs and donations they did. People really looked up to them.

      “Okay,” I agreed, not wanting to ruin her day even the slightest bit. “I’ll be there.” And hoping I won’t regret it, I silently added.

      She beamed at me. “Great!” With that, she rushed off.

      I headed toward the entrance of the courthouse so I could be ready with my camera. I already had video cameras set up from different angles so I could create a beautiful video for her. I didn’t want her family to miss a moment of this from a spectator’s point of view. She was paying a big enough price for it.

      I screamed when a bike tore into the lot, almost running me over. The rider screeched to a stop at the very last second and ripped his helmet off, his blue eyes wide and filled with horror. His black hair was a mess on his head from his helmet, and damp strands clung to his forehead from sweat.

      “I’m—”

      “What the fuck?” I exploded at him, my hands shaking. I swallowed vomit from the fear, my heart knocking painfully against my breastbone. “Learn to fucking drive!”

      With that, I stormed into the courthouse, my entire body trembling from the adrenalone and my knees just about knocking together.
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