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      “Emma,” I sighed, lifting her up from the floor, frowning at the mess she made with her milk, “why do you have to make such a mess when I’m in a rush?” I asked her, carrying her toward her room.

      She just happily gurgled. I smiled. I couldn’t help it, even if I was running late this morning.

      This little girl had become the light of my life the day she got thrust into my hands.

      Her mother had passed away in childbirth. There were numerous complications throughout her pregnancy, and though the doctors had warned Jhenna over and over that she wouldn’t survive the birth, Jhenna refused to have an abortion.

      I’d felt guilty. Jhenna had been a one-night-stand for me. I’d taken her virginity, and she and I had both woken up extremely hungover in her dorm room, neither of us remembering that night, but she knew we’d had sex because one, we were both naked, and two, she was extremely sore.

      But I had taken full responsibility for her pregnancy as soon as she told me she was pregnant. I’d quickly cleaned up my act, doing my best to be there for her in any way that I could. Sure, she and I never got together. There were never any real feelings between us, but we had been good friends.

      Her parents had been furious at first, especially since I was the one that had gotten Jhenna knocked up. I was the town bad boy, always getting into fights and getting dragged off in handcuffs more times than I could count.

      But they had come to tolerate me, and even went as far as welcoming me in when they saw that I was determined to help Jhenna as much as I could.

      So, when Jhenna passed away during labor, her heart not being able to take the strain of childbirth, the doctors had done an emergency c-section to bring Emma into the world.

      She had been living with me ever since. Jhenna’s parents watched her for me as much as they could to help me out and give me a break, but I had to rely on my grandmother for the times when I was in class since Jhenna’s parents still worked.

      Emma happily squealed and kicked her feet as I laid her on the changing table, quickly switching out her wet diaper for a clean one and dressing her in a clean onesie.

      She blew bubbles at me. I laughed and used a burping cloth to wipe the bubbles from her lips, pressing a kiss to her forehead afterward.

      “You ready to go see your great-grand?” I asked her. I knew she couldn’t understand me, but I still spoke to her anyway.

      Most of my human interaction came from her. As soon as I’d become a single parent, my friends had basically disappeared. I didn’t fit into their lifestyle anymore, which was fine by me. They were wild, still partying all the time and barely passing their college courses. I knew a few of them had already flunked out.

      I had to buckle down and secure my future. I had a little girl that was relying on me. Life wasn’t fun and games for me anymore.

      I shoved my feet into my shoes, managing to still juggle Emma on my hip as I pulled them on. Then, I snatched up her diaper bag and rushed out of the door.

      I was already running late, and I had an exam in an hour. That barely left me with enough time to drop Emma off at my grandmother’s plus drive back across town to get to school.

      God, the end of the semester could not fucking come quickly enough.
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      My temples throbbed incessantly as I sat at the red light, waiting for the damned thing to turn green so I could turn.

      I hated this intersection. There was no right turn lane, and on top of that, the light always took what felt like ten damn years to change, especially when I was in a fucking hurry.

      I thunked my head on the steering wheel. I had twenty minutes to get to the school, park my truck, and then rush my ass across campus to my damn class.

      The light finally turned green, and after the car in front of me went straight, I turned.

      And fucking hit somebody.

      My eyes widened in horror. I quickly slammed my fingers to the hazards button and jumped out of my truck, rushing around to check on whoever I’d hit that had been in the crosswalk.

      Oh, God, it was Amy – Amy Jenkins. She had been a goody-two-shoes in high school with fucking amazing grades, and she was also known as the campus prude since she never went to parties or gave it up to any boyfriends she got.

      Honestly, in my head, I was always giving her a thumbs up for that shit. Guys were douches.

      I would know.

      “Amy?” I asked in disbelief. “Holy shit. I am so fucking sorry.”

      She shook her head, giving me a small smile. I quickly reached down and grabbed her under her arms, helping her up. She brushed herself off once she was on her feet.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked her. God, please do not let her be hurt. I seriously could not afford for my insurance rate to go up.

      She shook her head. “You barely nudged me, Brandon.”

      I blinked for a moment. Fuck, my name on her lips sounded fucking amazing.

      I quickly shook that shit from my head. I had to get to campus, and I didn’t have time to flirt with Amy. “Seriously?” I deadpanned. “I hit you hard enough to knock you flat on your ass, Amy.”

      She sighed. “Brandon, I promise that I’m fine,” she assured me.

      I frowned at her. “Your ass has got to hurt.” She shot me a scathing look, and for some reason, it made me smile. “Look, let me give you a ride to campus. I’m really fucking sorry about hitting you,” I apologized again, cringing when she took a step and winced.

      She nodded. “Okay.” She shot me a side look as she crossed to the passenger side of my truck. “But don’t expect anything from me.”

      That made me frown. I scowled at my shoes before getting back into the driver’s seat. I hated that no matter what I did, I couldn’t leave my fucking past behind.

      “Amy, I’m not that kind of guy anymore,” I told her quietly as I pulled into traffic, hitting my hazards button again to turn them off.

      She shrugged. “Your reputation says otherwise, Brandon.”

      That pissed me off.

      I shot her a dark look. “So, I should also assume that you’re a prude, standoffish bitch based on the rumors about you, too?”

      She blanched. I nodded once. “As I thought,” I grumbled, turning my attention back to the road. “Don’t listen to everything you hear, Amy.”
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