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      FOR DEAN … you were my dad’s best friend. Even over thirty years since we lost you, your memory lives on. I hope you’re riding that Harley through Heaven’s Gates with the same exuberance you rode through the doors of the Moose Lodge with my dad all those years ago.
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      Two neighbors, one driveway, and a ride neither expect to happen.

      

      Dean “Raff” O’Neal is the Vice President of the Salemburg Hellions. His life is his cut. Brothers before everything, especially broads. Single, loving to mingle, he lives life one ride to the next.

      A beautiful woman with an adorable kid moves in next door, changing his playboy ways.

      Josie Schneider is tired. She is barely holding on after giving up everything to move once again. As a single mom, she wants a quiet life for her and her son.

      Soon enough her ex finds her again, refusing to give her peace. Raff won’t hesitate to do anything necessary to keep Josie and her son safe, even if it means claiming her as his own to protect them.

      There ride is driven by need and accelerated by want. This time it’s the Salemburg Hellions on a ride out for love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          JOSIE

        

      

    

    
      The mid-day sunshine reflects across the lake in front of me.

      “Breathe,” Jackie, my older sister reminds.

      My dress fits like a glove. Full length, mermaid with lace sleeves matching the pattern of my cathedral veil. I inhale as my sister adjusts the thin material, spreading it out across the grass as the photographer snaps away.

      Today is the day I commit to my high school sweetheart, Jonah. How we got here still seems like a dream. From that first dance in ninth grade to now, a month after my graduation getting married with our family around.

      Jonah is a year older than me. Everyone said it wouldn’t last once he left. I wanted to laugh then and even more so now. Tell me again how it couldn’t work. Because here we are.

      Immediately after his graduation, he went to BCT- Basic Combat Training, or boot camp for the Army. He went on to his advanced training before finding his first duty station in Fort Liberty, North Carolina. I’ve never left Arkansas, but here Jonah is seeing all kinds of places. All because he made a decision at seventeen. In order to join, he had to have his mom sign off on it or wait until his eighteenth birthday. Waiting has never been Jonah’s strength, so his mom signed and off he went.

      He lives in his dorm or barracks, basically his crash pad. It isn’t the best place. Jonah is an only child. He hasn’t had to share a room ever, most especially one this size. Close quarters force him to get to know his roommate in ways I know he would prefer not to. He doesn’t mind his bunk mate generally speaking; however, the other gentleman is a slob.

      Jonah is constantly picking up after him and doing the right things for the inspections they get. Who knew the military is so particular on how their soldiers keep their quarters? If we get married, that takes him out of bachelors’ quarters.

      Honestly, I don’t understand how the military can say someone can’t live on their own unless they are married. Jonah is an adult. Why does the Army get to tell him who he lives with and the conditions he will live in? To me, he can go to war and risk his life, but he doesn’t get a say in where he lives as a single male … someone make it make sense to me. It doesn’t bother Jonah. He constantly reminds me he signed up for this. He is the property of the United States Army and he’s proud to be a soldier. In the end, as long as Jonah is happy, then I’m happy. The Army makes him his best self even if I don’t understand it all.

      For example, I will be his “dependent”, which is a term my independent self struggles with. However, if we continue without me marrying him then I need to stay here to go to college. I can’t afford to go to school and pay for my own place to stay near him in North Carolina. It also means my residency status will make me have to pay out of state tuition until I’ve been a North Carolina resident long enough. As a military dependent my life in Arkansas isn’t held against me. That isn’t the only factor in our decision to get married now. We have been doing this long-distance relationship for a year, and it’s not been easy. I miss him. While I could live in my own place there near him, it makes me nervous. More than anything, I don’t like the idea of living in a strange town without him being there too. He doesn’t have a high enough rank to live out in town without a dependent. That is how he keeps explaining it to me.

      I don’t exactly understand rank other than it matters to him. Somehow his rank gives him more freedoms as he works his way up. All of this is foreign to me. My dad did not serve in the military. In fact, he’s been the bread man my whole life, distributing loaves of bread and boxes of snacks to the grocery stores in our area.

      We could wait. I could stay here and go to school while Jonah focuses on his career. Except, I don’t want to spend four more years apart from Jonah. It’s not like we haven’t wanted to be married one day. We have talked about it since forever it seems. This last year apart was hard enough, I don’t want to spend another year like this. When Jonah proposed on his weekend liberty after graduating boot camp, it gave us a new drive to stick it out even though the distance is hard. Immediately, I said yes, and I knew this is the life for us. Wherever he goes, I want to be by his side.

      I must admit, the being a military spouse, well, it’s all complicated and a little overwhelming. There are rules. As he explains it, I’m a representation of him. Plus, I’m leaving everything I know from small-town Arkansas behind to go to what Jonah calls ‘a place that is barely a dot on a map’. Which is saying something since we aren’t from a big city ourselves. Apparently, Fort Liberty or Fayetteville isn’t really all that big. Compared to the surrounding towns, it is the city, but it’s not a busy hub like one imagines a city to be.

      This is Jonah’s dream, to be a soldier in the United States Army. He swears it began with his first pack of GI Joe action figures when he was five. Whatever sparked the goal, we are here, and I support him one thousand percent.

      With our budget and time constraints, today is the day we will commit our forever together. We have planned a small ceremony and I’m grateful for it. I don’t like to be in the spotlight. I like privacy and I love the intimacy of a smaller event. I am more than ready to be Mrs. Jonah Schneider.

      The day passes in a blur as pictures are done individually and then I’m whisked away until time to proceed down the aisle. Being in the moment now, I wish we had done a private first look. I miss Jonah and could use a small hug or kiss to calm my nerves. He is my person, my safe space always.

      My aunt who is acting as our coordinator gives me the thumbs up that it’s go time.

      I embrace the love and support given to us both as I take each step closer to him. Jonah keeps his tear-filled eyes locked to mine as I make my way closer. My hands are placed in his by my father as Jonah quickly leans in and kisses my forehead. Instantly, I calm. I have waited all day for this simple gesture. Something Jonah has always done the first moment he sees me every single time without fail.

      I smile as the officiant begins. Jonah enlisted the aid of his cousin Brian, who is an officer in the Army, to officiate our nuptials. Who knew getting a license to hitch people was as simple as an online course in Arkansas? I didn’t, but I am impressed. Brian has embraced this role, and we have all had fun together planning. While Jonah isn’t a seasoned soldier, with the help of Brian we have planned an Army themed nuptial. We both think it’s a cute take on vows and this new journey we are going to have together. I have waited for this day and it’s everything I dreamed of and more.

      Jonah and I decided to forego traditional vows and embrace his new life as a soldier as part of our theme. I’m more nervous as to what others might think of this unconventional agreement.  Everyone is quiet as Brian clears his throat signaling the music to end.

      “Dear family and friends,” Brian starts with a smile, “we are gathered here today in the sight of God and the Department of the Army, to witness this exchange of vows, and see the love that these two dedicated, loving people have for one another.”

      I hear mild murmurs, no doubt our guests wondering what we are doing adding the Department of the Army to our opening lines.

      Brian wastes no time in getting right to it.

      "Wilt thou, Jonah, take Josie (who will now be referred to as the ‘dependent’), as your family member, to dwell together in so far as the Department of the Army will permit?"

      Everyone laughs as I beam with pride at my soldier.

      Brian moves on without missing a beat. "Wilt thou love her, comfort her, via the postal service or over the phone, wilt thou make sure she knows where the commissary, BX, and church are from your post-assigned housing? Wilt thou inform her of the time she is scheduled to use the laundry room the day she arrives, wherever you are stationed?"

      Jonah gives a proud nod before looking to me with a pause, “I do.”

      Brian continues, "Wilt thou attempt to warn her more than 24 hours in advance that you will be leaving for two weeks? Preferably you don’t leave this information as a passing by, I’m on training beginning the next morning. This especially applies to the years you will live in a foreign country!”

      Those thoughts make my belly do flips, but I have to accept this is the life we are choosing. Even if he does have to serve time abroad and away from me, we have this commitment. He will always come home to me.

      Jonah again nods before confirming his commitment.

      Brian turns his attention to me.

      "Wilt thou Josie, take this soldier as thy wedded husband, knowing that he is depending upon you to be the perfect (well almost) Army wife, running the household as you see fit, and being nice to the commander's wife?"

      I bite back my own laugh. I’m not sure that I’m going to be besties with his commander’s wife, but I can get along with just about anyone.

      “Furthermore, you understand that your life with your husband (little that you may have together) will not be normal. That you may have to explain to your children, not once, but twice, and more often in the same day, that mother’s do have husband’s, and that children do have daddy's, and that the picture of the man on the refrigerator is not the milkman, but the same individual who tucks them in at 2200 hours, long after they are asleep. This soldier is their daddy, who loves them very, very much.”

      Whew, the thought of having kids terrifies me, but I also know without a doubt Jonah will be an incredible dad.

      "Wilt thou love, respect and wait for him, preparing his favorite cookies and pictures of yourself and the kids, so he can remember what you look like? And last but not least, put on the outside of your door his ‘Welcome home’ sign when he's due to arrive back?”

      I meet Jonah’s eyes and smile proudly, “I do. And I’ll add a yellow ribbon too!”

      Everyone lets out a laugh or sigh in our unique vows as we continue.

      Brian turns to Jonah, “I believe you have a statement of commitment to share, Jonah."

      Giving my hand a squeeze, he begins, “I, Jonah, take thee Josie, as my wife, from 1900 to 2200 hours or as long as allowed by my Commanding Officer (subject to change without notice), for better or worse, earlier or later, near or far, and I promise to look at the pictures you send me, maybe not when they get to me in the field, but before I turn the lights out. I will also send a letter, if time permits, and if not readily given a window of time, to somehow, some way, make the time to get word home to you of my love and commitment to you."

      Brian gives a nod of approval, “Now, Josie, knowing that this man is a soldier first and commitment to God and country are going to be prevalent for the next twenty years, and God for a lifetime, it’s your time to put up or shut up, darlin’.”

      I can’t stop the laugh. Even knowing we planned these words with Brian, it’s still funny to me. "I, Josie, take thee Jonah as my live-in/live-out husband, realizing that your comings and goings and 0330 staff meetings are normal (although absurd to me) and part of your life as a soldier. I promise not to be shocked or taken by surprise when you inform me that, although we've just arrived at our new duty station, you will be leaving for a training within the month. Yes, I'll have you as my husband as long as while you are away, my allotment comes through regularly, and that you leave me a current power of attorney and the checkbook at all times.”

      To this everyone laughs, Jonah and I included.

      I continue, “I am your dependent, and proud of it. Although I will miss you when you are away, I know I can handle whatever comes across my path. And the love we share will carry me through.”

      We exchange rings and Brian rolls his shoulder back like a proud papa bear.

      "Now then, let no man or woman put asunder what God and the Department of the Army have brought together. The Army hereby issues you this lovely, dedicated, independent woman, knowing that she'll be an asset not only to your marriage, but also to the mission of the United States Army, which is, as you all know, to remain in a state of ‘Readiness’. By the authority vested in the Bible, elaborated in the regulation and subject to current directives concerning the aspects of marriage in the Army, you are now a Soldier with a Family Member. Best Wishes and good Luck."

      Jonah tips his head, leaning down to me, his lips press to mine, and just like that we are sealed with a kiss.

      He is forever mine, and I forever his.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Seven Years Later

      

      

      “This isn’t how it’s supposed to be, ya know,” I talk to the fancy box in front of me. “Jonah, you’re supposed to be here, every step of the way, not a bag of ashes placed neatly in a box I carry from house to house. You’re supposed to wrap your arms around me tight, each and every night unless you are doing your duty for the Army.”

      I let the tear fall down my face. Lifting my glass of wine up, my hand trembles before I allow the cold liquid to hit my lips. Two years since I’ve been in his arms. Two years, I’ve had to navigate things without him. I’m halfway through our marriage. We had five years of being husband and wife before he was taken from me, taken from our son. Nine years together, and now two years apart. It feels crippling to think of life continuing to go on as it does.

      “Forever you will be my solider on deployment. Never to come home,” I whisper to the night air. “The eternity we now have is one where you are forever apart from me.”

      How did my life end up like this? “Forever you are twenty-four while I continue to wrinkle and age. Your time stopped and mine keeps going when I crave nothing more than one simple moment with you once again.”

      Another sip of wine and I look at the urn containing my husband’s remains. I long for him to hold me once again. How did our dreams shatter? This isn’t how I ever imagined our life to be.

      What happened to happily ever after?

      What happened to all those plans for raising kids while seeing the world? What happened to the future in a rocking chair on a wraparound porch reminiscing on all we have seen and done together?

      What is to be said when together is no longer ever an option? Death is as final as it gets.

      I’ll never have love like he gave me again. I’ll never have a companion, a partner, a father for my son, a protector, a lover, best friend, or person to love and accept me the way I had with Jonah.

      Setting the empty wine glass on my nightstand, I touch two fingers to my lips, kissing them, and moving them to the urn. The only way I can give love to him anymore. My heart hurts.

      “We had five married years together and nine years of loving each other. It was all cut too short. I miss you, Jonah.” All my whispers fall on deaf ears and the silence back to me shatters my heart all over again.

      My life wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      His life wasn’t supposed to be cut short.

      Yet, here we are, and as hard as this may be, for my son, I have to continue to press on. A son he never got to meet. A son sleeping in a tiny toddler bed in the room we always talked about having when we had a son.

      I have spent two years as a widow and not one day ever gets easier. Loneliness only feeds my grief more. At twenty-three, I faced the greatest loss in my husband and the greatest gift of my son in the same year. At twenty-five, I still have this gaping hole in my chest that once belonged to Jonah. Justice is a duplicate of his dad, but rather than filling what I am missing, my heart simply grew to love this little boy more than my own breath. Love is funny like that.

      The capacity of the heart to grow and yet still remain unfulfilled. It’s something only a mother can understand, especially a mother without her lover.

      This is my life.

      Love.

      Loss.

      Love once again.

      Never to be what I was before.
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        The only fucks I give are reserved for family and fun.

      

      

      

      Dropping my kickstand, I lean the bike on the small metal peg. One by one, I pull my fingers from the leather gloves and lay them on my gas tank before reaching up to unhook my lid. The half-shell helmet is lightweight and a summer staple for riding. Hooking it to the handlebar, I dismount. Tonight, I’m here on Ruby, my Harley-Davidson Heritage Softail, decked out in a ruby red with metallic flake paint job featuring the Hellions skull on the gas tank. The bike is basic outside of the paint. I stripped the saddlebags, sissy bar, additional chrome, and even the exhaust tips from this bike.

      Sometimes there is nothing better than a bare ride.

      I mean that in every way possible. For my bike, it means no accessories. With a woman, it is an indescribable sensation to raw fuck especially in the heat of the moment.

      With my helmet hanging, I drop my sunglasses inside the top. The wind is pretty steady tonight, making the Hellions flag snap in the wind. The clubhouse and surrounding area of our compound is lit up.

      I’m parked at Honey’s Hot Rods when I notice the light inside the office is still on. Looking to my watch, it is six twelve PM. I’m right on time. I left my house at six sharp to arrive and be in a seat by six thirty even allowing myself time to chat outside should a brother feel compelled to. This is how my brain works. Have a time window for everything and remain on schedule. Because of my need to have my plans in allotments, I notice when others around me also have patterns.

      Honey has a strict policy about being off at six sharp. She has two kids at home. There is one thing she’s firm in having, and its dinner immediately after work at the table with them. Before kids, she practically lived at the garage. If she wasn’t crashing at Smoke’s house, then she was at work. I know Stud always keeps a room for her at his house, even now, but she’s always been fiercely independent. As soon as the house down the street from the shop came up for sale, she scooped it up. Most days, she walks to work even though she isn’t exactly next door. According to Honey the fresh air helps her wake up. Personally, coffee wakes me up just fine. Whatever works for her, though.

      Honey having kids, well, that is a whole different level of dedication for her. From the moment Honey found out she was pregnant, her kids came first. From taking on the role inside to remain safe in her pregnancy to then giving birth, she protects her family, and the time dedicated to them at all costs. When the shop is closed, Honey is off the clock. She doesn’t answer business calls. Her personal time is precious, and she guards that shit. It’s admirable in a world where too many are consumed with work and forget the balance of family life. Not having a family of my own outside of the Hellions, I applaud her dedication to being a mom.

      I can also appreciate someone who keeps a schedule.

      I live by mine and not much can get me to deviate from it.

      Instead of crossing the street over to the clubhouse as I planned, I stroll towards the entrance to the hot rod shop. Inside, my instincts scream that I am changing from my planned schedule, while on the outside with every step I am pushing that urge down. Sometimes the internal part of me that drives me to stay on schedule impacts my mood. I don’t like to be late ever. Tonight, though, I don’t have serious plans making it easier for me to deviate from my plan. In my head, I was going to the clubhouse, I would sit down, have three beers tops, head home, and crash. I’ll still be able to do all of that, I’ll just be a few minutes later than anticipated. The doorknob twists easily, not locked, which surprises me again. Stepping inside, Honey sits at the front desk studying the computer.

      “Why are you still here?” I ask her bluntly knowing damn well this is the last place she wants to be after hours.

      She looks up from the screen, her curly hair wild around her face. One thing about Honey, if she doesn’t say it with her mouth, she says it with her face. Her face right now is absolute anger. Add to it I think she has literally been pulling at her hair, she is definitely frazzled. When she’s at work her hair is always braided.

      “Got nothin’ else to do at the moment, so I’m orderin’ parts. What’s it to ya, Raff?” The snap in her tone tells me something is definitely not right.

      I lift my hands in surrender, “not like you be workin’ late. You like to be home with Bray and Key for dinner.” I don’t add it, but it’s also not like Honey to toss attitude around that isn’t deserved. I damn sure haven’t done anything to upset her which immediately tells me the problem.

      At the mention of her kids, her stone face instantly softens before hardening again, “Well, when their dad shows up asking to take them to dinner, I have two options: be the bitch I want to be and kick him in the nuts or be the bigger person and let my kids have time with him. He may not be my favorite person, but I won’t keep them from any time they can have with him.”

      “Smoke came back to town?” I ask wondering if the fool realizes he’s playing with fire.

      Those kids are everything to her and if he upsets them, disappoints them, or in any way rocks their boat, she will likely kick him in the nuts before castrating him. Smoke knows he fucked up years ago. For whatever reason the jackass will not get his head on straight and fix this shit. Not once has he tried to apologize. More than that, and Stud’s biggest problem, the fucker won’t come back to Salemburg to be around day in and day out for his kids. He sends money and calls, but never consistently shows up. Honey, Stud, any of us, we want those kids to have their dad again. Smoke, though, he checked out. Even if it doesn’t make sense, he’s still a Hellion. He made his choice to go Nomad, and it’s not my place as his brother to wade in on his home life.

      Honey sighs, “Rode in and he’ll be ridin’ right back out tomorrow he says.” The agitation is clear in her tone.

      I step behind the counter, closing the laptop screen on her before taking her hand to guide her to stand.

      “Come on, there’s a get together at the clubhouse. Have a beer, unwind your brain.” Before she can think on it, I pull her into my side wrapping my arm around her shoulders. “Come on, Tiff,” her eyes soften that I use her real name which doesn’t happen often for any of us. “Don’t let the shit with Smoke steal your peace. Let’s have a beer. Bray and Key will be home before you know it, and he’ll hit the road again.”

      “That’s the problem,” she mutters draping her arm around my back as we make our way out of her office. “Rolls in like the wind and rides right the fuck back out without a second thought to my kids wondering if or when they will see him again. He comes in does what he wants, has fun, and leaves me to take the fall for everything else. These kids get older and have more questions. I try to protect them, protect him even, but damn I don’t know what to even say anymore. Frankly, I don’t understand men, especially Smoke.”

      I let out a sigh, “you know he’s a Nomad. You know he chose the life of riding where he wants when he wants with no commitment to a single chapter, just answering the calls wherever he goes. It’s a lifestyle he’s dedicated himself to.”

      “Fuck that Nomad shit.” She gives back to me. “He got cold feet when I asked for him to grow up. He wants to be a little bitch, that’s his problem, it’s not a Nomad thing to run because you wanna be afraid of commitment.”

      “Whoa, I get it, he winds you up. Love and hate are two powerful emotions, Honey. Tread lightly.” As much as I may agree with her feelings, he is still my brother.

      That gets me the classic Honey smirk. “Raff, I do not understand men. That isn’t love or hate, it’s straight baffling how y’all can be. My emotions for Smoke are nothing anymore. I’m numb. Don’t love him, don’t hate him, just need to co-parent with his ass. And that co-parenting would be easier with communication from the wild man.”

      I can’t stop the laugh, “Men don’t even understand men, Honey. Just how it is.”

      She settles against me. After a momentary pause to lock the front door, we stroll across the street to the clubhouse. As soon as we approach the gate, the prospect opens it, and we walk through.

      Sure, I could have parked behind the gate like a lot of the brothers, but I don’t plan to crash here tonight, and I like the freedom of parking over at Honey’s. The overflow parking always lands in Honey’s lot anyway. Easier for me to get out when I’m ready to leave.

      The music plays as we enter the building. Honey releases me at the same time I take my hand from her shoulders. She doesn’t always come to these weekend parties, but she has been around enough of them throughout the years to know how this goes. Low key, just the local Hellions and friends, nothing over the top. A night to unwind together.

      “Grab my spot for us, time to people watch, I’ll get the beers,” I instruct heading to the bar.

      This place was an actual bar for years and years. After Stud retired from the military, he built the garage for another revenue source to support his family. Honey and her brother grew up turning wrenches right beside him. When he joined the Hellions MC, he started in a different charter and simply drove from Salemburg to everything that club had going on. Over time, everyone saw the need for a Salemburg charter and Stud stepped up as President once Roundman approved the chapter.

      Knowing sometimes the Hellions, any one of us across both Carolina’s can be rowdy, Stud knew there needed to be a hangout that wasn’t the hot rod shop. When this property came up as an option, he couldn’t resist buying it. He bought this old bar from a riding buddy that decided he was getting too old to deal with the drunk bastards anymore. While I’m sure the regulars at the old Hilltop Saloon wished Stud kept it open to the public, that wasn’t his plan. From the beginning, this right here is what he envisioned.

      One thing about Stud, he comes up with an idea, for business or for fun, he will see it through. Success or failure, the man dreams it up, he goes for it all or nothing.

      He gutted the original place to build it into our clubhouse and used the other five acres around the building to put in a few crash pads while still giving space around each structure for mowing before the fence. Because, yes, he sure did fence the entire property off with six feet tall chain link that is covered in black mesh, and a triple set of barbed wire runs the top. We don’t need anyone deciding to play peek-a-boo.

      I like it because I can park at the hot rod shop and walk over without feeling confined. There is something about not being able to jump on my bike and go that always winds me up. Confinement irritates me and fucks with my head. When the time comes, I will leave. Sometimes I’ll say goodbye, other times I simply jet. They all know how I am. This is the thing about the brotherhood, there is no judgement amongst us. True acceptance is rare, and given my past, I’m thankful to have found it in the Hellions.

      At the bar, I nod to the prospect working and lift my hand giving him two fingers. Knowing my usual, he brings over two IPA beers in bottles. Snagging the tops on the bottle openers that are screwed into the edges of the bar, I pop both open before making my way over to the high-top table Honey is sitting at. She knows how I am and where I prefer to sit.

      “You make shit easy, Honey,” I tell her as I slide onto the stool across from her. “Always know exactly where I want to be.” My back to the wall and no space for anyone behind me, she picked my spot like we do this all the time. She is observant though and treats every Hellion like her own brother. Honey doesn’t usually sit with me here, but she has attended enough times to see where I’m comfortable.

      “Raff, you been in this club how many years?” She asks taking a pull from her beer. “I know you don’t like anyone behind you. I know you want to see what’s coming at you. And more than anything when the clock strikes midnight, you’re gonna take off to God knows where like fuckin’ Cinderella.”

      I nod in reply. Honey knows all of us, possibly better than we know ourselves. She is a watcher. Quiet but intentional. She studies everyone and takes note of each of our personality traits.

      She gives me a half grin, “You turn into a pumpkin, Raff? Is that why you gotta watch the clock?”

      We both laugh. “Nope, I turn into a gourd. The most bitter vegetable around.”

      She takes another pull of her beer. “So we’re gonna be jaded together?”

      I nod, “at least for tonight, Honey.”

      “At least you’re always honest, Raff. Even if it hurts.”

      While I’m not sure many like this attribute of mine, I find it’s easier to simply keep shit real. Life is too short to dick with being fake at any level.
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