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TO THE WOMEN OF THE world,

You deserve real, true love. You are enough. You are seen.
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CHAPTER ONE
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When the Heart Finally Says “Enough

Savannah, Georgia – O’Hannigan’s Pub, March 10th

The clink of glasses and low hum of conversation wrapped around Serenity Lambert like a worn shawl. – O’Hannigan’s Pub was cozy, dimly lit, and smelled faintly of aged whiskey and fried catfish. The kind of place where secrets could be spilled without judgment, where laughter and heartbreak mingled like old friends.

Serenity swirled her drink — a green apple martini, festive for the season — and leaned across the table toward her best friend, Karen O'Shae, whose fiery curls and freckled nose were as familiar as the pub’s creaky floorboards.

“I swear, Karen,” she said, voice low but sharp, “if I meet one more man who thinks love means control, I’m gonna start dating houseplants. At least they don’t yell or cheat.”

Karen snorted into her pint. “Girl, you’d still find a way to overwater them.”

Serenity cracked a smile, but it faded fast. Her fingers tightened around the stem of her glass. “Kerry was the last straw. I gave him everything. My time, my trust, my heart. And he gave me bruises and gaslighting in return.”

Karen’s eyes softened. “You don’t have to talk about him.”

“I do,” Serenity said, her voice trembling. “Because if I don’t, I’ll keep pretending it wasn’t that bad. And it was. It was torture.”

The pub’s jukebox clicked over to a slow country ballad, and Serenity stared at the condensation sliding down her glass. “I’m done, Karen. No more dating. No more hoping. No more falling for charm that turns into chains.”

Karen reached across the table and took her hand. “You deserve someone who sees you. All of you. Not just your beauty or your strength, but your softness, your dreams, your scars.”

Serenity blinked back tears. “I don’t think that man exists.”

Karen smiled, slow and knowing. “Maybe not here. Maybe not yet. But Savannah’s full of surprises. And St. Patrick’s Day is coming.”

Serenity rolled her eyes. “What, you think a leprechaun’s gonna deliver me a decent man?”

Karen raised her glass. “Stranger things have happened.”

──☘︎♡☘︎──────────────☘︎♡☘︎─

The night air greeted Serenity the moment she stepped out of O’Hannigan’s Pub, cool and touched with the faint sweetness of early spring. The door swung shut behind her, muffling the laughter and clinking glasses inside, leaving her alone on the cobblestone sidewalk beneath the soft glow of the streetlamps. The city felt quieter than usual, as though Savannah itself understood she had said something heavy and needed the world to hush for a moment. She wrapped her arms around herself, not from the chill but from the lingering ache of everything she had finally admitted aloud. Talking about Kerry had felt like tearing open a wound she had tried to pretend had healed, yet there was a strange relief in no longer carrying the silence.

She walked slowly through the historic district, heels tapping against the stones as she passed shuttered boutiques and balconies draped with early St. Patrick’s Day decorations. Green ribbons fluttered in the breeze, and shamrock banners hung from iron railings, promising parades and music in the days ahead. Normally, she loved this season — the energy, the color, the sense of celebration — but tonight it all felt distant, like a memory she couldn’t quite reach.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A message from Karen lit up the screen: Proud of you. Get home safe. And remember — you’re stronger than you think. The words softened something inside her, and she allowed herself a small, tired smile. Karen always knew when to reach for her, even when Serenity didn’t know how to reach for herself.

By the time she reached her apartment building — a renovated brick walk-up with ivy climbing the side — the weight of the night had settled into her bones. It wasn’t crushing, but it was heavy enough to remind her she was still healing. She climbed the stairs, keys jingling in her hand, and slipped inside her apartment where the quiet wrapped around her like a familiar blanket. She kicked off her shoes, set her purse on the entry table, and exhaled a long breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

For the first time in an extraordinarily long while, she felt something she couldn’t immediately name. It wasn’t hope — hope felt too fragile, too bright, too easily broken — and she wasn’t ready to claim anything so delicate. Instead, it was a gentle spaciousness, a subtle loosening in the places where she had been clenched for far too long. It felt as though the world had finally stopped pressing in on her and had given her a small pocket of air in which to breathe again. It was space: space to inhale without flinching, space to feel without bracing for impact, and space to imagine the possibility of beginning again, even if she had no idea what that beginning might look like or whether she was brave enough to reach for it.

She changed into an oversized sweater that draped softly over her shoulders, seeking comfort in its familiar warmth, and then slipped beneath the covers with the slow, deliberate movements of someone easing themselves into a gentler version of the night. The distant hum of the city rose through her windows, steady and low, a sound that had always soothed her even on the hardest days. As her eyes drifted close, she allowed that quiet, unexpected spaciousness to settle around her, unaware that the next day would bring the first subtle shift in a story she did not yet realize she was already stepping into.
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A Knock at the Edge of Hope

March 11th – Serenity’s Apartment, Savannah

The morning light crept in like a whispered apology, soft and golden, brushing against the sheer curtains of Serenity’s bedroom. She lay still beneath the covers, eyes open, staring at the ceiling as if it might offer answers. Her head throbbed faintly from last night’s martini, but it wasn’t the alcohol that left her drained — it was the truth she’d finally spoken aloud.

Kerry’s name still echoed in her chest like a bruise. She hated that. Hated that someone so cruel could still occupy space in her mind. But Karen had been right — pretending it wasn’t that bad had only made the healing harder.

She sat up slowly, the cotton sheets pooling around her waist, and reached for the journal on her nightstand. The leather cover was worn, the pages filled with half-finished poems, unsent letters, and fragments of dreams she hadn’t dared to chase.

No more dating, she wrote. No more pretending. No more shrinking to fit someone else’s comfort.

She paused, pen hovering, then added: But maybe... more living.

A knock at the door startled her. She wasn’t expecting anyone. She padded barefoot across the hardwood floor, her oversized sweater slipping off one shoulder, and peeked through the peephole.

A delivery man stood there, holding a small box wrapped in green paper with a shamrock sticker on top.

“Serenity Lambert?” he asked.

She opened the door cautiously. “Yes?”

“Special delivery,” he said, handing her the box. “From O’Shae’s Pub.”

She blinked. “Karen sent me something?”

“Looks like it,” he said with a grin. “Happy early St. Patrick’s Day.”

She closed the door and carried the box to the kitchen, setting it down gently. Inside was a single cupcake — vanilla with green frosting — and a note tucked beneath it.

You’re not done yet. Love still believes in you. Come to the pub tonight. Wear green. Trust me. — K

Serenity stared at the note, heart thudding. She didn’t know what Karen had planned, but something told her this wasn’t just about cupcakes and shamrocks.

Something was coming.

──☘︎♡☘︎──────────────☘︎♡☘︎─

Serenity stood in her kitchen for a long moment, the cupcake untouched, the note resting lightly between her fingers. The handwriting was unmistakably Karen’s — looping, confident, and just a little dramatic — but there was something else beneath the playful tone. A certainty. A nudge. A promise she hadn’t asked for but suddenly couldn’t ignore.

She set the note down and leaned against the counter, letting the quiet of her apartment settle around her. She didn’t want to go out tonight. She didn’t want to be seen, or asked questions, or coaxed into smiling when she still felt bruised on the inside. But she also knew Karen wouldn’t have sent a delivery unless she believed Serenity needed it. Karen never pushed without purpose.

And the truth was, Serenity was tired of feeling like her life had shrunk to the size of her fears.

She sighed, rubbing her temples. “Wear green,” she murmured, glancing at the shamrock sticker on the box. “Of course she said that.”

She carried the cupcake to the table and sat down, tracing the swirl of frosting with her eyes. It was silly, but the gesture warmed her. Someone had thought of her. Someone had reached out. Someone believed she wasn’t done yet, even if she wasn’t sure she believed it herself.

As the afternoon light shifted across the room, she felt the faintest stir of curiosity — not excitement, not hope, but a gentle wondering about what Karen had planned. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was just a girls’ night, a distraction, a chance to breathe outside her apartment. Or maybe Karen had something else up her sleeve. Something she wasn’t ready to say aloud.

Either way, Serenity knew she would go. Not because she felt brave, but because she was tired of letting fear make her decisions for her.

She rose from the table, carried the cupcake to the fridge, and closed the door with a soft click. Then she walked toward her bedroom, already mentally sifting through her closet for something green — something that didn’t make her feel like she was pretending to be okay but didn’t make her look like she was hiding either.

She didn’t know it yet but tonight would be the night she met Declan O’Callaghan for the first time — the Irishman with the quiet smile, the warm voice, and the uncanny ability to see straight through the walls she didn’t realize she was still holding up.

And nothing in her life would be the same after that.
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A Glance That Changed Everything

O’Hannigan’s Pub – That Evening

O’Hannigan’s Pub was already buzzing by the time Serenity stepped inside, the warm glow of amber lights reflecting off polished wood and rows of emerald-green decorations strung across the ceiling. The air smelled of fried fish, whiskey, and the faint sweetness of Irish cream, and the low hum of conversation wrapped around her like a familiar quilt. She paused just inside the doorway, smoothing the hem of her soft green blouse — the only green she owned that didn’t make her feel like she was trying too hard — and scanned the room for Karen.

Her best friend waved her over from a high-top table near the back, her red curls bouncing with excitement. “You made it!” Karen said, pulling her into a quick hug. “And you look gorgeous. Donnie is going to lose his mind.”

“Donnie? I know you didn’t set me up with someone after I told you I was done dating. Karen, I meant it.”

“Trust me, Donnie is different from any man you’ve ever dated before. I promise you, he’s a good man. Besides, I already invited him.”

Serenity forced a smile. “Let’s hope he at least shows up.”

Karen winced, but only for a second. “He will. He’s just running late. You know how McPhearson men are — always on their own time.”

Serenity didn’t know, but she nodded anyway. She wasn’t here for Donnie. She was here because Karen believed she needed to be out in the world again, and Serenity trusted her enough to try. Still, as the minutes ticked by and Donnie remained conspicuously absent, she felt the familiar sting of disappointment settling in her chest. She tried to hide it, sipping her drink and pretending she didn’t care, but Karen saw everything.

“He’s probably parking,” Karen said, though her voice lacked conviction.

Serenity opened her mouth to reassure her — to say it was fine, that she didn’t expect anything anyway — when the pub door swung open with a gust of cool night air.

Three men stepped inside, laughing as though they carried their own weather of camaraderie with them. They were unmistakably Irish — the accents, the swagger, the easy warmth — but it was the tallest of the three who drew the room’s attention without even trying. Broad-shouldered, dark reddish-blonde haired, with a presence that seemed to settle and expand all at once, he paused just inside the doorway as if taking in the entire pub in a single breath.

Serenity noticed him for only a heartbeat — a flicker of awareness, a quiet acknowledgment of something striking — before she looked away. She wasn’t here for that. She wasn’t here for anyone.

But Declan O’Callaghan saw her.

He saw her the moment he stepped inside, as though some invisible thread tugged his gaze directly to the woman in the soft green blouse sitting beside the redhead. Something in him stilled. Something in him leaned forward. He didn’t know her, had never seen her before, but there was a gravity to her — a quiet strength wrapped in softness — that pulled at him with startling force.

His friends clapped him on the back, urging him toward a table near the bar, but Declan’s eyes kept drifting back to her, drawn again and again no matter how he tried to focus on the conversation around him. She wasn’t laughing. She wasn’t trying to be noticed. She was simply there, and somehow that was enough to make him feel as though the room had shifted.

Karen followed his gaze and raised an eyebrow. “Well, look at that,” she murmured. “Seems someone’s interested.”

Serenity didn’t turn. “He’s probably looking for someone behind me.”

Karen snorted. “Honey, there’s no one behind you.”

Declan hesitated only a moment before standing, his friends barely noticed as he made his way toward the bar — toward her. He didn’t approach her table directly, not yet, but he positioned himself close enough so that he could speak to the bartender without raising his voice.

“Send a drink to the lady in green,” he said quietly.

The bartender nodded, but when he set the glass in front of Serenity, she stiffened.

“I didn’t order this,” she said.

“It’s from the gentleman at the bar,” the bartender replied, gesturing subtly toward Declan.

Serenity didn’t look. “Please take it back.”

The bartender blinked, surprised, but obliged.

Across the room, Declan watched the exchange with a mixture of disappointment and something deeper — not wounded pride, but a quiet, unexpected ache. He hadn’t meant to intrude. He had only wanted to acknowledge the pull he felt, the inexplicable certainty that she was someone he needed to know.

Karen leaned in. “You sure you don’t want to at least thank him?”

Serenity shook her head. “I’m not doing this again. Not tonight. Not ever.”

But even as she said it, she felt the weight of his gaze lingering on her, steady and warm, as though he saw something in her she wasn’t ready to see in herself.

Declan didn’t approach her again. He didn’t push. He simply returned to his table, though his attention never fully left her. And Serenity, despite her best efforts, felt the faintest flutter of awareness each time she sensed his eyes on her.

She did not know his name, nor did she have any sense of the life he had lived before stepping through the doors of O’Hannigan’s Pub that night. She had no way of knowing that Donnie McPhearson would never arrive, that the man Karen intended for her to meet would remain nothing more than an excuse fate used to place her in the right room at the right moment. What she would remember, however, was the way the stranger at the bar looked at her — not with expectation or entitlement, not with the hungry appraisal she had grown used to deflecting, but with a quiet, steady recognition that felt almost impossible to explain. His gaze held a warmth she did not trust and a curiosity she did not want, yet it lingered with a sincerity that unsettled her more than any flirtation could have.

Even though she refused to let herself respond, even though she turned away and pretended she had not felt the weight of that moment, something inside her shifted with a subtlety she could not name. It was not desire, not hope, not anything she was willing to acknowledge, but it was movement — the faintest crack in the walls she had built around herself. The night unfolded in ways she had not expected, reshaping itself around a single glance she tried to dismiss, and the man who had offered it was nothing like she imagined she would encounter on an ordinary evening.

The night was not what she anticipated, and neither, in any sense that mattered, was he.

Even as Serenity tried to focus on Karen’s reassurances and the easy rhythm of the pub around her, she couldn’t shake the faint awareness that the stranger at the bar still watched her with a quiet intensity she didn’t understand. She refused to look his way again, refused to give her heart even a moment to imagine anything beyond the boundaries she had drawn for herself. She had been broken before, and she had no intention of stepping toward anything that resembled possibility, no matter how gentle or unassuming it appeared.

Across the room, Declan tried to rejoin the conversation at his table, but his attention drifted back to her again and again, pulled by something he couldn’t name. He didn’t know why he felt drawn to the woman in green, why her presence settled under his skin with such startling ease, or why the simple act of her refusing his drink made him want to understand her even more. All he knew was that he had walked into O’Hannigan’s Pub expecting nothing more than a night with friends and instead found himself unable to look away from a woman who clearly wanted nothing to do with him.

Serenity gathered her things after a while, offering Karen a tired smile as she prepared to leave. She didn’t glance toward the bar, didn’t give the stranger a second thought, didn’t allow herself to wonder why her pulse had quickened when he first walked in. She simply stepped out into the cool Savannah night, unaware that the moment she crossed the threshold, Declan’s gaze followed her until the door closed behind her.

She had no idea that this quiet, unremarkable evening — one she would later describe as nothing more than a failed setup and a forgettable night — had already begun to shift the course of her life. And Declan, watching the door long after she disappeared, had no idea that the woman who refused his drink would become the one person he couldn’t seem to forget.

Neither of them recognized it yet, but something had already started moving between them, subtle and slow, like the first pull of a tide that would not be denied.

And with that unseen current gathering strength, the story waiting for them began its first, quiet turn.
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​THREE DAYS LATER
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CHAPTER ONE
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When Celebration Led Her Back to Him

Three days had slipped by with the easy, unremarkable rhythm of early summer settling over Savannah, and Serenity found herself standing once again beneath the glowing green sign of O’Hannigan’s Pub. This time, however, she wasn’t here out of obligation or emotional exhaustion. She was here because it was Karen’s birthday, and Karen had insisted — loudly, repeatedly, and with the kind of dramatic flair only she could manage — that her best friend join her for a night of celebration. The air was warm, carrying the scent of magnolia and the distant hum of weekend traffic, and Serenity felt lighter than she had in a long while as she pushed open the pub door.

Inside, O’Hannigan’s was alive with music and laughter, the kind of joyful noise that made the wooden floors vibrate beneath her heels. Karen was already waving from a booth near the center of the room, surrounded by a small group of friends and a growing collection of birthday cocktails. Her smile widened when she spotted Serenity, and she immediately scooted over to make room.

“You’re late,” Karen teased, though her eyes sparkled with affection. “But I’ll forgive you because you look stunning.”

Serenity rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling. “You say that every time I wear mascara.”

“And every time, I mean it,” Karen replied, raising her glass in a mock toast.

The night unfolded easily, filled with stories, laughter, and the kind of comfort that only long-standing friendship could provide. Serenity felt herself relaxing, letting the warmth of the room seep into her bones. She wasn’t thinking about the past. She wasn’t thinking about men. She wasn’t thinking about anything except celebrating Karen and enjoying the rare feeling of uncomplicated happiness.

But fate, as always, had its own timing.

The pub door swung open with a gust of warm night air, and a familiar trio stepped inside. Declan O’Callaghan entered first, tall and broad-shouldered, his presence as quietly commanding as it had been the night she first saw him. His friends flanked him, laughing about something she couldn’t hear, but Declan wasn’t laughing. The moment he crossed the threshold; his gaze swept the room with casual ease — until it landed on her.

And then it stopped.

Serenity felt the shift before she fully understood it, a subtle tightening in the air, a flicker of awareness that brushed against her skin like a whisper. She didn’t turn her head, didn’t acknowledge him, but she felt the weight of his attention settle on her with the same steady intensity she remembered from months ago.

Declan hadn’t expected to see her again. He had told himself that the woman in green — the one who refused his drink and walked out of the pub without a backward glance — was a moment, not a possibility. Yet here she was, sitting in a booth surrounded by friends, her smile soft and unguarded in a way that made something inside him shift.

He tried to look away. He really did. But his eyes kept returning to her, drawn by a pull he still couldn’t explain.

Karen noticed first. “Well, well,” she murmured, leaning closer. “Looks like someone’s staring at you again.”

Serenity didn’t follow her gaze. “It’s probably nothing.”

Karen arched a brow. “Honey, that man is looking at you like he remembers every detail of the night you pretended he didn’t exist.”

Serenity’s breath caught, but she forced herself to remain composed. “I’m not here for that.”

“No,” Karen agreed softly, “but maybe that doesn’t mean nothing is allowed to happen.”

Across the room, Declan hesitated only a moment before heading toward the bar, though his attention never fully left her. He didn’t approach her table — not yet — but the awareness between them stretched across the room like a quiet, unspoken thread.

Serenity felt the quiet pull of awareness settle over her, even though she refused to acknowledge it or give herself permission to look in his direction. Declan felt it as well, that subtle shift in the air that seemed to draw him toward her no matter how deliberately he tried to focus on anything else. Neither of them allowed the moment to surface or take shape, both choosing instead to hide behind the noise and movement of the pub as if ignoring the connection might make it disappear. Yet the night stretched ahead of them with a sense of possibility neither could fully deny, and fate had placed them in the same room for the second time with a deliberateness that neither recognized but both somehow felt. This time, whether they admitted it or not, the encounter would leave its mark on them, altering the quiet course of their lives in ways they were not yet ready to understand.
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When Fate Returned With a Drink in Hand

Declan lingered at the bar for a moment, pretending to listen to whatever joke his friend Connor was telling, but his attention kept drifting back to the booth where Serenity sat. She was laughing at something Karen had said, her head tilted slightly, her eyes bright with the kind of unguarded joy he had not seen the first night he encountered her. The sight of it tugged at something deep inside him, something he had not expected to feel again after she walked out of the pub three days earlier without giving him so much as a second glance.

He told himself to leave it alone, to let her enjoy her night without interruption, but the pull toward her was steady and insistent, as though the universe had placed her in his path twice in one week for a reason he could not ignore. He ordered a drink he hoped she might like, took a steady breath, and made his way toward the booth with a quiet determination that surprised even him.

Serenity didn’t notice him at first. She was too busy laughing at Karen’s dramatic reenactment of a disastrous blind date, her shoulders shaking with amusement, her guard lowered in a way that made her look softer, warmer, and far more approachable than she had been the night he first saw her. It wasn’t until the conversation around the table abruptly fell silent that she sensed something had shifted. She glanced up, confused by the sudden stillness, and found herself staring into the warm, steady gaze of the man she had tried extremely hard not to think about.

Declan stood beside the booth, holding the drink with a quiet confidence that felt both bold and strangely gentle. “I thought I might try this again,” he said, his voice carrying that soft Irish lilt that made the words feel like a warm breeze. “I’m Declan O’Callaghan, and for tonight, I’m considerin’ myself your personal leprechaun.”

The line was ridiculous, unexpected, and delivered with such earnest sincerity that Serenity felt a smile tug at her lips before she could stop it. She hadn’t planned to give him anything, not even a polite acknowledgment, but the humor in his eyes disarmed her in a way she wasn’t prepared for.

She reached out and gently pushed the drink back toward him, her smile soft but resolute. “That’s very sweet, but I’m not accepting drinks from strangers tonight.”

Declan didn’t flinch, nor did he look embarrassed or discouraged. Instead, his smile deepened, warm and patient, as though her refusal only confirmed something he already suspected about her. “Then perhaps you’ll allow me to fix the stranger part first,” he replied, his gaze steady and unhurried, offering her space to decide whether she wanted to continue the conversation.

Serenity opened her mouth to respond, but she suddenly became aware of the silence surrounding her. Karen’s entire table — every friend gathered for the birthday celebration — had stopped talking and was openly staring at the two of them with varying degrees of fascination, amusement, and barely contained excitement. She hadn’t noticed the shift until now, and heat rose to her cheeks as she realized how intently they were watching.

Declan, however, seemed blissfully unaware of the audience. His attention remained entirely on her, as though the rest of the pub had faded into a soft blur. There was no pressure in his expression, no expectation, only a quiet interest that felt strangely safe and deeply unsettling all at once.

Serenity drew in a slow breath, trying to steady herself. She wasn’t ready for this, not after everything she had been through, not after the promises she had made to herself. But the way he looked at her — with warmth, curiosity, and a hint of something she couldn’t name — made it impossible to pretend she felt nothing at all.

And for the first time in a long while, she wondered if fate was trying to tell her something she wasn’t yet prepared to hear.

──☘︎♡☘︎──────────────☘︎♡☘︎─

Serenity felt the warmth rising in her cheeks long before she managed to form a coherent response to Declan’s introduction. His presence was disarming in a way she hadn’t prepared for, and the sincerity in his eyes made her pulse flutter with an unwelcome awareness. She opened her mouth to say something — anything — that might restore her balance, but Karen was already sliding out of the booth with the stealth of a woman who had been waiting for this exact moment.

“Serenity, sweetheart,” Karen said, looping her arm through hers with a smile that was far too innocent to be trusted, “help me grab the birthday shots from the bar. You know how these people get when tequila is involved.”

Before Serenity could protest, Karen tugged her away from the booth and toward the bar, leaving Declan standing beside the table with the drink still in his hand and a faint, amused curve to his mouth. Serenity didn’t dare look back, afraid she might meet his eyes again and lose whatever composure she had left.

Once they reached the bar, Karen turned to her with a look that was equal parts delight and interrogation. “Okay,” she said, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “what in the world was that?”

Serenity exhaled slowly, trying to steady herself. “I don’t know,” she said, though the words felt thin and unconvincing even to her own ears. “He just... showed up with a drink and a ridiculous line.”

“A ridiculous line that made you smile,” Karen countered, crossing her arms with the kind of triumphant expression that made Serenity want to groan. “Don’t even try to deny it. I saw your face.”

Serenity shook her head, brushing a stray curl behind her ear. “It was just a smile. It didn’t mean anything.”

Karen arched a brow
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