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Thank you for buying Break Away. The best way to keep up to date with my books is to subscribe to my newsletter. 

If you don’t hear from me regularly, please check your spam filter and set up your email to allow my messages through to you. This ensures you never miss a new book, a chance to win great prizes, or exclusive content. 
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  Chapter one
Lean on Me for Once

Alexandra


Feeling nothing but dread, bone-wracking shakes, and an impatience to leave the hospital, I stared at the contacts on my cell phone. 
Any other time, I’d call Mom without a second thought. This was different, though. It might bother her. 
God knew, it bothered me.
I had to call Dad instead. Calling him should be a no-brainer, but his over-protectiveness would go into overdrive. 
Deep down, I wanted to call Rafferty, but this felt like too much to ask of him. And he’d probably lose his mind. Or he wouldn’t care at all. It could go either way with us. 
Nope, calling him would be a bad idea.
After a deep breath, I focused on the screen. My hands weren’t shaking quite as violently as they had been.
“Did you get a hold of anyone, miss?” a nurse asked, peeking around the curtain.
I held up my phone. “Doing that now.”
She gave me a bland smile, nodded, and walked away.
I hit Dad’s contact, then I put the phone to my ear.
“Hey, Lex, it’s Blood. Your dad got a call for a last minute issue at a new construction home. He left his phone and he’s out at the job site.”
Great.
“Is everything good?” Blood asked.
“Not really,” I muttered.
“What do you mean? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. There was an accident, and I need a ride.” I hesitated. “I’ll call Mom and hope it doesn’t trigger her.”
Blood’s tone turned steely. “Were you drinking?”
I tipped my head back. “No, I wasn’t. I was a passenger. Ines was driving, but the other driver was drowsy, which they say is as bad as driving drunk.”
“I’ll send a prospect to get you.”
“I’m in Georgia, Blood.”
Without missing a beat, he said, “Then I’ll send Rafferty. He’s on his way back from our Memphis chapter and should be in Georgia right now.”
I bit my lower lip. “No, no. Don’t do that. I’ll figure out something else.”
“He isn’t on his bike, sweetheart. We made him drive up there in a cage out of spite, because it’s hard to beat riding the open road during the month of May. I’ll text you when I find out where he is.”
Should have called Mom after all.
“Okay. Thanks, Blood.”
“I'm glad you’re all right, sweet girl.”

      [image: image-placeholder]An ER doctor with striking gray eyes assessed the side of my head. “Wearing your seatbelt saved your life. I hope you know that.”
I pressed my lips together and barely nodded, since he still had his hand at my neck. “Do you know if the others will be all right?”
He shook his head. “I’m not supposed to share that information, and it’s too soon to tell right now. They should have been wearing their seatbelts.”
I swallowed and wiggled my nose to fight off tears.
His hand left my neck and he stepped back a pace. “There’s some bruising forming where the side airbag hit you. Take ibuprofen if it’s sore, but otherwise, we’ll get you discharged.”
My eyes slid to the side and back to him. “Any idea when I’ll stop shaking? Every time I think it’s done, another wave comes over me.”
Those gray eyes held compassion. “That’s shock, and everyone’s different. It should wear off in time. If it doesn’t, come back to the emergency room.”
I lifted my chin in a slow nod. “What about the police? I thought they had questions.”
He tucked a pen into his shirt pocket and nodded. “Yes, they do. I’m not sure where the officer is, but don’t leave without speaking to someone.”
The EMTs at the scene had given me a blanket. I gathered it tighter around me and nodded. “It’ll be a while before my ride gets here, so that won’t be a problem.”
A nurse whipped the curtain open soon after the doctor left. “I don’t have your discharge paperwork yet, but we need the bed. Let me take you to the waiting room; we’ll get your discharge papers to you shortly.”
I followed her, wearing the blanket like a cape. I stopped mid-way to a row of chairs when the sliding glass doors opened and Rafferty stormed inside. 
Under the best circumstances, I had to brace myself for being around him. It made no sense because we’d grown up together. I used to see him every day… then we went out of our way to avoid each other. Now, we continued to keep our distance. I stayed away because he’d become a man and every time I saw him, I swore he became more everything. More muscles, more height, more broody. He also had more facial hair, that I wasn’t sure I preferred, but today, seeing his fuller, darker beard sent a warm tingle through me.
A chain attached to his wallet bobbed against his leg as he strode toward me. His jeans were so faded, I knew they would be soft to the touch. I closed my eyes and gave a tiny head-shake because this was no time to think about touching Rafferty’s legs - no matter how much I wanted that.
Over the past few years, it seemed he’d put effort into avoiding me. My best guess was that he held a grudge, though, right now, that didn’t seem to be the case. He scanned me from top to toe. The concern shining from his dark brown eyes made me yearn for things to be different between us. But that was a pipe dream.
“Lex, are you all right?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Is he your ride?” the nurse asked.
“Yes,” I said.
“Wait for your paperwork before you leave, and Officer Peterson needs to have a word with you, too.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I said, as Rafferty drew even with us.
She gestured toward the chairs. “Have a seat.”
I sat and pulled the scratchy blanket tighter around my neck.
Rafferty stared down at me. “You sure you’re all right? You don’t look too good.”
The last few hours were catching up with me. I was hanging on by a frayed thread. 
“I’m okay. I’m sorry I messed up your Sunday, and I’m sure you had—”
He squatted in front of me, planting his strong hands on my knees. “Stop. You didn’t mess up anything, Lex. I just want to get you out of here.”
I grimaced. “I think it’s going to be a while. A police officer needs to speak with me, and I don’t have my discharge papers. It’d be good to find out about Ines and the others.”
He nodded. “It’s fine, Lex. You want me to get you a coffee? Something to eat?”
Yeah, I should have called Mom, because him being this nice to me was killing me. 
For the last few years, Rafferty and I put up with one another. If we were in the same space, I kept my distance like a moon orbiting a planet. He preferred it that way. 
I didn’t need coffee or food. I needed a hug, and a shoulder to cry on, but with our mangled past, I wouldn’t get that from him.
“No, thanks,” I whispered.
With a sigh, he stood, and then sat next to me.
He settled his arm on my shoulders, pulling me toward him. 
“You don’t have to—”
“Shut up, Lex. You’re shaking like a fucking leaf, and freaking me out.” His chest rose and he exhaled slow and steady. “Just lean on me for once, all right?”
After a beat, I rested my head on his shoulder. The frayed thread snapped and I let my tears stream quietly down my cheeks.
Rafferty’s hand on my shoulder squeezed. “I’m sure Porter will be fine. Did you ask how he’s doing?”
“They wouldn’t tell me.”
“Didn’t you tell them you’re his girlfriend?”
Strange how I knew from afar what was going on with him, but he obviously didn’t know anything about my life.
I blew out a breath. “He broke things off a few months ago. The only reason he came along was because we bought the concert tickets back in January, and I guess he couldn’t find anyone to buy his ticket.”
Rafferty’s fingers traced along my jawline and he tilted my face up. “I thought you were moving in with him.”
I pressed my lips together and gave a short head shake. “Nope. Things didn’t work out, and he’s transferring to a college up north so he can help with the family business.”
Raff’s dark brown eyes stayed locked on me. I couldn’t tell what was working behind them. Then he schooled his expression. “He’s a moron.”
“Wouldn’t you put family first?” I asked.
“That’s what I’m doing right now.”
That felt like a bucket of ice water on our conversation. Rafferty and I were always on different pages. If I was family, then he clearly thought of me as a sister. I blinked and tried to pull away from him, but he held firm.
His eyes widened. “Lex, you’re still shaking. Let me hold you.”
Someone loudly cleared their throat and we looked in that direction. Porter stood near the nurses’ station with his arm in a sling and a bandage on his forehead. 
He trudged closer. “Should have known you’d call him. You talked about—”
I leaned away. Raff let me go, but kept his hand on my back. After the crazy morning, I forced myself to ask, “Are you all right, Porter?”
Porter’s blue eyes darted from me, to Rafferty, and back to me. “Yeah. Ready to put this shitty day behind me. Was gonna offer you a ride, but it looks like you’re covered.”
“She is,” Rafferty said, his hand clamping on my shoulder near my neck.
I turned to him, but he and Porter were having a stare-down.
What was that about?
I looked to Porter. He stopped staring at Rafferty and looked at me. “Be well, Lexi.” His snide tone negated any semblance of actual well-wishes.
As I watched him walk to the exit, Rafferty gently pulled me back into his hold.
“Lexi,” he said with a scoff.
I kept quiet.
“You let him call you that?”
I glanced down the opposite end of the corridor. “For a little while. I wanted to try something new.”
“Alexandra Robertson,” a nurse called.
I stood along with Rafferty and went to the counter. 
She handed me my discharge papers and tilted her head to the side. “There’s a small office to the right, here. Officer Peterson is waiting for you there. When you’re done with him, you’re free to go.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I stepped out of the small office with a pounding headache forming behind my eye. It was most likely because of the car crash, but my mounting frustration also might have been a culprit. Reading between the lines of Officer Peterson’s questions, Porter and Brantley had blamed me for the accident.
Rafferty shoved his bulky body off the wall where he’d been leaning next to the doorway. “You’re done?”
“Yeah, but I’d like to check on Ines.”
His lips quirked to one side like he didn’t want to speak. “Doubt you’re going to be able to. She’s in ICU.”
“How do you know that?” 
Another brother, and I probably wouldn’t have been able to read him, but I knew most of Rafferty’s tells. The way his eyes slid side to side, he really didn’t want to tell me anything. 
He dragged a hand down his face, his fingers pulling at his short beard. “This accident opened my eyes. I didn’t know what to expect coming in here, and I heard a man on his phone say ‘She’s gone into ICU.’ I thought he might be talking about you, but before I could turn to ask him, he said the name Ines. It isn’t cool of me to say this, but I’ve never felt so relieved.”
My chest seized up like a heavy weight sat on me. “Well, let’s get up there. I can’t leave her if she’s in ICU.”
His lips pressed into a hard line for a beat. “I knew you’d say that, so while you were in there with the cop, I asked a nurse about visiting. She said family only, and she was a real bitch about it.”
I lifted my chin in a slow nod, then shrugged. “I don’t care. I’m going to see if I can sweet talk someone into letting me see her.”
Twenty minutes later, Rafferty and I exited the hospital into the thick, Southern Georgia humidity. The glare of the late-morning sun intensified my headache. 
Rafferty grabbed my hand and intertwined our fingers. 
My gaze darted from our hands to his profile. “Why are you holding my hand?”
He stayed focused on the parking lot. “To remind myself you’re still here and in one piece.”
“That’s sweet, but as you can see, I’m fine.”
Rafferty stopped us at the bumper of his beat-up Nissan Titan. My eyes darted to his gleaming silver motorcycle strapped down in the truck bed. I wondered if Blood knew he’d done that… then I thought better of it. Very little slipped past Blood.
Rafferty’s words cut into my thoughts. “I’m not sweet and you know it.”
I pulled my hand back. 
He held firm. 
“Then you can let go,” I said.
Something shone in his eyes again - it wasn’t concern this time - it was something I couldn’t figure out. “Not until I get you in the truck.”
My seatbelt locked with a snick. I glanced up at Rafferty when he angled into the driver’s seat and closed his door. “Thanks for picking me up. I really appreciate it.”
He stared at me and kept quiet for a long moment. Long enough to make me nervous. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked finally.
“Yeah. They told me I’d be sore tomorrow, but I’m still concerned about Ines and Brantley.”
“Is that her boyfriend?” 
“Yeah.”
“Why are you concerned about him?”
I glanced out the window. “I don’t know, he…”
“He what?” Rafferty demanded, in a stern tone Dad would have admired.
I turned my face toward him. “Chill out, Raff. He seemed a little extra for this trip.” I pressed my lips together and shrugged. “Maybe it’s my imagination since I can’t put my finger on exactly what bothered me.”
Rafferty’s brows shot up. “What do you mean, ‘He seemed a little extra’?”
I rubbed my index and middle finger along my forehead. “I don’t know, he convinced Ines to change her mind about things and do things she normally wouldn’t do.”
“What kind of things?”
I sighed. “Things that… it sounds crazy, but things that she’d have said no to just weeks ago. But I could be misreading the situation.”
Rafferty shoved the key in the ignition, but didn’t start the truck. “I’ll take your word for it, but I always listen to my gut when it’s trying to tell me something.”
I nodded. “Yeah, that’s true. It’s the reason I asked the officer about Brantley’s condition, and he said Brantley had been discharged and left already. That seems pretty callous - especially since Ines is in ICU.”
“Maybe he got the same run-around that nurse gave you. He isn’t family, there’s not much point sticking around.”
I narrowed an eye at him. “Do you really believe that? Would you leave if I were in ICU?”
His head tilted a bit. “No, but I wouldn’t tell the whole truth either.”
“Right,” I whispered.
He nodded. “You ready to go? Or do you want to stick around here and see if a different nurse will be more lenient?”
I’d met Ines’s parents outside ICU, and we’d exchanged numbers. They told me they’d call if there was news. The more I considered it, even with a shift change I didn’t think I’d get in to see her anytime soon. I took a deep breath. The thought of getting back on the interstate made me uneasy, but I’d have to face that irrational fear regardless.
“Yeah, as ready as I’ll ever be.”






  
  Chapter two
We Aren't Family

Rafferty


The call from Blood earlier in the day shook me to my core. I’d been two hours from the outskirts of Macon, but the drive to that hospital in Valdosta felt like six hours of torture. 
Now I had Lex in the passenger seat, her floral scent in my truck, and more silence. She’d switched off the radio as soon as I guided the truck back onto the Interstate. 
“I’m sorry. I have a headache. I hope turning off the music is okay.”
“Sure.”
She didn’t want music, that was fine, but something about this quelling silence unnerved me.
“Why are you so quiet?” I asked.
She inhaled, but I didn’t hear an exhale. I struggled to keep my right hand on the steering wheel because the thought of touching her was the only thing keeping me together right now.
Finally, she exhaled. “I feel like this could have been avoided.”
I hid my irritated and confused expression by checking my blindspot. “Don’t do that second-guessing shit. You couldn’t know there’d be a wreck.”
From the corner of my eye, I saw her twist her face my way. “I made a scene about Porter before we left. He and Brantley blamed me for us running late.”
Alexandra didn’t usually cause a drama… and I knew because my mom and my sister, Jasmine, had a definite flair for being dramatic. The fact that Lex had grown up around them, too, meant she knew how to throw a drama even if it was uncharacteristic of her. “Why would you make a scene?”
“It’s… a long story. But the whole trip, a little voice in my head said I should have stayed home.”
I gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Stop it, Alexandra. Seriously, you can’t go back.”
“You’re right.”
Her defeated tone and her words bothered me. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“Nothing, Raff.”
She was lying. I let that go and recalled Porter staring at us in the waiting room. It felt creepy at the time, and I’d meant to ask Lex about that then, but the nurse had called her away.
“How did he know you would call me?”
She swung her face toward me. “What?”
“How did Porter know you would call me? That’s what he said at the hospital.”
She rubbed at her temple and I almost asked if she had a headache, but that would have changed the subject.
After another moment, she said, “I guess you could say because we’re family.”
My brows drew down and I glanced at her. “We aren’t family.”
“Eyes on the road, Raff.”
I cocked a brow and stared at her for a second longer, then watched the interstate. “Elaborate, Lex. You told Porter we’re family?”
Her voice held a hint of attitude. “No. You told me that.”
“When?”
She let out a small sigh mingled with a scoff. “In the waiting room. I asked, ‘Wouldn’t you put family first?’ And you said that was exactly what you were doing.”
Nobody was in the right hand lane and an exit was coming up fast. I changed lanes and pulled off.
There was a single gas station, but it had shut down years ago, based on the incredibly low gas price listed and the boarded-up windows on the storefront. 
I drove into the empty lot, put the truck in park, propped my left wrist on the steering wheel and stretched my right arm along the back of her seat. “I never said we were family.”
Exasperation and confusion warred in her expression. She repeated our conversation at the hospital and I stopped her with a finger to her lips. Touching her was torture, but touching her lips went beyond torture. We’d kissed once when we were teenagers. In the last five years, every fucking time I saw her, I wanted to kiss her again… and then some. So I should have known not to touch those full, bow-shaped lips. 
I powered past my urge to kiss her. “Can see where you interpreted my words that way, Lex, but we’re not family. Coming to get you was me putting you first.”
She cupped the side of her face, but that was to hide her fingers rubbing her temple again. “You’re splitting hairs.”
I shook my head. “I’m not. You’ve got a headache. Do you need some painkillers?”
She did a long blink and sighed. “They prescribed some, but I’ll have to get them when I get back to Gainesville.”
My brows shot up. “What are you talking about? You aren’t going to Gainesville.”
Her eyes flared with irritation. “What are you talking about? I have to get back to Gainesville. I’ve got classes this week.”
I bit my lower lip. “I’m a prospect now, Lex. If I don’t follow an order this simple, I’m gonna pay a steep price.”
She shook her head and I admired that she didn’t roll her eyes. “So what I want doesn’t factor here?”
Part of me wanted to give her what she wanted, but I saw both sides of this fucked-up situation. “I’d do that for you Lex, but Blood said Cal and Aunt Mallory want to see you.”
Her face darkened with what I imagined was guilt before she sighed. “Right. I shouldn’t have called Dad.”
That was the wrong conclusion. I tilted my head and softened my tone and my expression. “What are you going to do in Gainesville?”
She turned to me, her hazel eyes practically empty. “I’ll gather some of my roommate’s clothes, get my car, and drive back to the hospital so I can help Ines out.”
I nodded once. “That’s cool of you, but she’s in ICU right now. It’s not like she’ll go home that fast. Her parents were there. I’m sure her family’s going to take care of her.”
She shook her head. “Okay, but why didn’t her dad stop to talk to me after you came in?”
I had to resist touching her cheek. Instead, I leaned a little closer. “Lex, I wasn’t there that long before they got your papers to you and told you to talk to the cop. Hell, I’m still pissed I didn’t get to sit in there with you.”
With a pointed look, she tilted her head. “He asked about the accident, Raff. It’s not like he’s going to pin it on me, even if… never mind that doesn’t matter. I was in the backseat for heaven’s sake.”
Her last words had me biting back my smile. Every so often, Alexandra talked just like Aunt Mallory, and I dug that. She didn’t care that other people gave her crap about the phrases she used, and I liked that too. Most of all though, I loved how close she was with her mom because something told me she’d be the same way with her own kid… or kids.
I shook my head and focused on her words. “You proved my point. Seeing as he only asked you about the accident, it should have made no difference to him for me to be by your side. The fact he wouldn’t let anyone else in the room says something to me, and I don’t like it. Somebody should have been with you. The only reason I brought up the cop was to point out that the questioning gave Ines’s dad plenty of time to wander past me and go to a different waiting room or whatever.”
Her expression softened and she nodded. “You’re right.” She suddenly shot me an annoyed look. “I still wish we were going back to my place. I told the nurse to fill my ‘scripts in Gainesville.”
I leveled a dry look at her. “Pretty sure somebody can fix that.”
She nodded dejectedly. “Guess I’ll call the hospital.”
I grinned and pointed a finger at her. “Don’t. I’ll get my mom or Jasmine to call them. I should have asked this earlier, are you hungry? This looks like a lousy exit, but we can stop and get you something to eat if you want.”
She shook her head. “No, we aren’t that far from the state line and I’d rather get home.” Her eyes went wide. “Crap. I need to call Dad… or Blood. I don’t know if he talked to Dad or Mom or —”
I touched my finger to her lips again. “I told Blood that I’d update Cal, and you know he isn’t going to tell your Mom shit until he knows you’re okay.”
She blew out a deep breath. “Okay, good. That’s a slight relief. I’ll—”
With my fingertip to the base of her chin, I tipped her face up half an inch. “Let me, Lex. You’ve been through the wringer today. Hell, if I’m not mistaken, you just stopped shaking ten minutes ago.”
Her eyes locked with mine. “You’re way too observant, Rafferty. No wonder Steel and the Devil Lancers wanted to recruit you.”
In reality, I was only observant where Alexandra was concerned. If she wanted to think that was why the Devil Lancers had wanted me to join their motorcycle club, I wouldn’t argue.
“Let’s get you home.”
Her hand grabbed mine. “Call Dad first, please. I don’t want him to worry.”
I dipped my chin and pulled out my phone. 
Cal answered within the first ring. “Talk to me, Raff.”
“She’s fine, and we’re almost to Florida. Should be at your place in two and a half hours.”
He sighed. “Thank God. Did she give you shit about bringing her to Jacksonville?”
My eyes slid toward Alexandra. “She did, but she’s on board now. Did that plan change?”
“No. I’ll see you soon.”
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“I don’t have it,” Alexandra said. 
If she hadn’t replied so quickly, I might have believed her.
I glanced at her and back to the road. “You’re lying, Robertson.”
“I’m not.”
I fought off a smile. Riling her up always gave me a perverse thrill. “You don’t go on a road trip without your whole freaking music library with you, and you’re the only woman I know who treats her iPod the way you do.”
“I don’t treat it in any way, Rafferty.”
“What I mean is that you’re the only one who still uses it. Everyone else our age has moved on to streaming services.”
She failed to hide her groan. “Like I want to rely on a stinking algorithm to give me good driving music.”
I chuckled. “Believe it or not, they’ve been known to work, Lex.”
Her head twisted toward the passenger window. “Yeah, well, I don’t have my iPod since Ines asked me not to bring it. Though that was her trying to keep Brantley happy.”
My grin fell away. That wasn’t cool of Ines, but I kept that opinion to myself.
We rode in silence for a good twenty minutes while I warred with myself. There was more to her story about Porter. I didn’t want to press her, but I hated not knowing how big of a moron Porter really was.
Curiosity was more dangerous to me than the most addictive drugs.
“What’s with Porter? Did he cheat?” I asked.
She scoffed. “No. Hell, if he’d done that, he’d be some other woman’s problem.”
Guess he was a little smarter than I thought.
She fell silent again.
I glanced at her. “What did he do then?”
She leaned her head back and stared at her visor. “Possibly two of the worst things he could do. He judged me after meeting Mom and Dad.”
“Say that again?”
She glanced at me. “You know how it is. People judge you for being a biker. He didn’t know Dad was a ‘biker-biker’ as he ineptly put it.”
I waited for a Mini Cooper to pass us before veering into the left lane to pass a tractor trailer. “You’re used to that, though.”
Her rueful chuckle filled the cab. “Yeah, well, let’s just say - while we were in the car today, he put a fresh spin on it.”
Those words struck me strange. “What does that mean?”
“It means we aren’t talking about this while you’re driving.”
I clenched my teeth. He’d clearly done something to her, and that pissed me off. If he hadn’t, Lex wouldn’t have any issues talking about it. Right?
We were fast approaching the interchange with I-75 and I-10. I let the conversation drop so I could concentrate on changing lanes and avoiding assholes who would cut me off because I-10 jumped out of nowhere on them. 
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Every few miles, I’d check to see if she’d fallen asleep. No such luck.
“Why were you in Memphis?” she asked.
The brothers had tons of bullshit they put prospects through, and like Fight Club, talking about it to non-members was frowned upon.
“Club business,” I muttered.
Her chest jerked with her lone, bitter chuckle. “Should have known.”
Truth was, until I got that call from Blood, I thought I was moving. It seemed to me that transferring as a prospect rather than as a patched member would be easier. Dad told me I was wrong, but everywhere I went in Jacksonville held reminders of Alexandra. We never really dated, but we had spent tons of time together running around the city. I couldn’t take much more of it.
I blew out a sigh. “I plan to transfer up there.”
“What? No.”
I shot her a quick look because from the tone of her voice she sounded crushed. The disappointed look on her face matched her tone. 
I shook my head and turned back to the windshield. “You look like I told you Santa isn’t real.”
She blew out a breath, drawing my attention and I saw her roll her eyes. “No, I’m just surprised. That’s a big move.”
I shrugged a shoulder. “Cross-town or across three states, a move is a move, Lex.”
“Yeah. That’s one way to look at it.”
A rest area sign came into view. If we stopped maybe I could get the whole story out of her.
“You need to stretch your legs?” I asked.
“That’d be good.”






  
  Chapter three
Not with Us

Alexandra


I tossed a bag of pistachios onto the dash, hauled myself up into Rafferty’s truck, and buckled in while he did the same (minus the pistachios). After a moment, I realized he hadn’t put the key in the ignition, let alone started the vehicle. 
He leaned into his forearm on the center console. “I’m not driving and I won’t drive until you tell me what Porter’s deal is.”
I stared into his dark brown eyes. “Porter doesn’t have a deal.”
His brows arched. “Bullshit. You said we couldn’t discuss it while I drove. Truck’s parked. Now spill.”
He certainly was learning how to be an overbearing alpha while prospecting with the Riot MC. 
I sighed. “Porter and I are over, Tee. Have been for over two months.”
He cocked a brow at my use of a nickname I hadn’t uttered in over five years. “Why would you cause a scene?”
I grabbed the pistachios. “It doesn’t matter.”
He snatched them from me.
“Hey!”
He stayed focused. “If it doesn’t matter, then why aren’t you talking about it? Plus, why would it make me angry?”
“I never said it would make you angry.”
He chuckled, and it rumbled from his chest like the roll of thunder from a summer storm. “You didn’t have to. Anything you can’t say while I’m driving equals shit that’s gonna distract me or piss me off.”
I couldn’t argue that, and it annoyed me. “Can we just go?”
“How did he hurt you?”
“You’re making assumptions.”
“No. You said you made a scene and that y’all were late because of it. You never do that shit, so Porter either pissed you off or he hurt you.”
How I forgot certain things, I’d never know, but somehow I always forgot how well Rafferty knew me. It was equal parts annoying and endearing. Mainly annoying because I never knew what to do with that from him.
I took a deep breath. “It’s over and done, Rafferty. I appreciate your friendly concern, but no joke - Porter is not worth your time or mine.”
He pressed his lips together and stared past my shoulder, out the window. After a lengthy moment, his eyes met mine. “Did you tell your parents how he hurt you?”
Acid filled and churned in my stomach like a washing machine full of my secrets. I straightened. “They know I’m an adult, and haven’t pried.”
His left eye narrowed at me. “Hard to say what’s worse: the fact you’re a pain in my ass or how much I like feeling that pain.”
My mouth fell open. “Oh my God. Did you really just say that?”
He closed his eyes and his lips slowly tipped up before he opened them again. “Tell me. Please,” he whispered.
Something in his whisper made me crack. “You can’t get mad and you can’t tell Dad.”
He lowered his chin as his eyes turned shrewd. “I’m not agreeing to that. One, because I’m already mad that he hurt you. Two, because whatever you’re about to share… if it were Jasmine, Simone, Gabby, or any brothers’ daughter - the brothers would pummel the shit outta me for keeping it from them. And I’d deserve that.”
He was right, and that was the biggest reason I didn’t want to tell him. Even though I knew it all came from a place of love, the overbearing, overprotective thing got old. I tossed my hands up. “Nobody can protect all of us all the time.”
He reverted back to his gentle whisper. “I need you to tell me, so I can stop imagining shit. What spin did he put on assholes making assumptions about bikers?”
I didn’t want to give Rafferty all of this, but I had to get it out there and be done with it. “He got physical with me in the car and wouldn’t immediately stop when I told him to.”
Rafferty’s eyes danced side to side for a couple beats. “Did he rape you?”
I closed my eyes and sucked in a breath. “No. It didn’t go that far, but it was the reason I insisted we stop off just before the accident.”
Abruptly, Rafferty sat back in his seat, leaned his head against the headrest, and stared forward at the public bathrooms. “He didn’t violate you in any way?”
“He didn't listen when I told him to stop,” I murmured.
He turned his head toward me. “What does this have to do with Cal?”
I gave him a questioning look.
“You said he didn’t know Cal was a real biker. What’s that got to do with this?”
My stomach twisted. “People outside our world make assumptions about bikers, and those assumptions extend to the kids of bikers.”
“I’m still lost, Lex. You two had broken things off. Why would he try something in a car with two other people?”
It seemed I’d have to tell Rafferty the last thing I wanted him to know about me. 
Inadvertently, I’d saved my virginity. 
Though I wouldn’t call it saving, so much as an inability to give it up due to poor circumstances. It wasn’t that I was religious or highly principled about it. Crazy as it sounded, I never intended for this to happen. 
Yet, happen it did.
And after a certain amount of time, that led to all of my prior boyfriends tossing me aside.
By now, it had become far more of a problem. Almost any guy who met Dad got scared. 
Understandable. Dad could be scary. 
One ex-boyfriend said I was a tease. I wasn’t, but after the way Rafferty shoved me aside, I’d shattered. I had a very difficult time trusting men, and an even harder time deciding if the timing was right. I’d dated a guy for two months, thought I was ready to take the next step with him, but he ended it because I hadn’t put out yet. 
Yeah. That left a bitter taste in my mouth.
I didn’t want perfection. The first time had a reputation for hurting - and sucking, but not the good kind.
Then I moved to Gainesville, and I was too busy for much more than school, work, and sleep. Between semesters, if I went to Riot MC parties, every man there knew Dad… which made me as untouchable as Simone, the president’s daughter. 
It wasn’t easy being the daughter of the Sergeant-at-Arms. Mom always said Dad had the friendliest eyes she’d ever seen, but to teenagers, Dad’s eyes were deceptive because with his size and gruff, rumbly voice, he was straight-up scary.
Ines encouraged me to make time for the occasional party, which was how Porter and I met. He was only the fourth guy to meet Dad. Porter had sensed something was different about me, but after seeing Dad in his cut, on his maroon Harley… a confused look had crossed Porter’s face. Rather than talk to me about his confusion, he kept quiet. I would learn a few hours later, he’d made assumptions. The wrong assumptions.
I swallowed as much of my pride as I could and looked out the passenger window. “We hadn’t gone there, Tee. I had wanted to, but we both had roommates, and I’m a little…” I shook my head not wanting to overshare or admit to my inexperience. “Anyway, he made the assumption that a biker’s daughter had to be easy and I’d been holding out on him for nothing.”
Slowly, I turned my head to sneak a glance at him. Rafferty looked about as uncomfortable as I felt. The truck filled with the sound of his sharp inhale. “Why in the hell were you planning to move in with him?”
I shook my head. “That was all his plan. It so happened that my lease was expiring around the same time as his. He swung by to take me out one afternoon, and pulled a bait-and-switch. Rather than go bowling, we went apartment hunting. Nobody would have known if your sister hadn’t called me and interrupted a leasing agent telling us about a one-bedroom luxury unit.”
That earned me his side-eye. “A luxury apartment? Really, Lex?”
I held up a finger. “His idea, not mine. That was one of the first signs that he and I might not be totally compatible. He wasn’t realistic about money. Then he judged me for being a biker’s daughter, and we went our separate ways.”
He stayed quiet.
I grabbed the bag of pistachios, opened it, poured a couple in my hand, and held them up to him.
“No, thanks. You never told Cal about this?”
I aimed a serious look at
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