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        8 Bakers. Extra Quirky Pets. And… Another Murder?

      

        

      
        How many amateur sleuths does one small town need?

      

        

      
        When ex-celebrity chef Lyra St. Claire takes on the challenge of planning a high-stakes wedding, she makes a bold move—hosting a baking competition to find the perfect pastry chef.

      

        

      
        But with a lineup of quirky contestants, including one with a reputation for solving murders, Lyra starts to wonder if she’s mixing up more than just batter. After all, the last time she judged a competition… someone ended up dead.

      

        

      
        Surely history won’t repeat itself—right?

      

        

      
        With mystery, mayhem, and mouthwatering recipes, the Beagle Diner Cozy Mysteries are the perfect treat for fans of culinary cozies, small-town charm, and clever crime-solving pets!

      

        

      
        Beagle Diner Cozy Mysteries

        Beagles Love Cupcake Crimes

        Beagles Love Steak Secrets

        Beagles Love Muffin But Murder

        Beagles Love Layer Cake Lies

        Beagles Love Vows and Villains - coming soon!

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter to receive the latest news on new releases!
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      Lyra grinned as she stretched and rolled over in her bed, vividly recalling last night. “Our first date and no one died,” she said to the ceiling.

      A weight landed beside her and Cinnamon, her sweet Beagle, licked her hand.

      “Yes, it is good news,” Lyra chuckled, scratching the bent head pressed against her.

      Sheriff Finn Walker and she had discussed over their meal how it would be nice if things stayed quiet in town for a while so they could enjoy the fledgling relationship. She was hopeful, but you could never tell. Lyra didn’t exactly have a clean track record of peace and harmony since she’d arrived in town over a year ago.

      Running away from her high-pressured life as a celebrity chef and show host, Lyra now appreciated that she’d spent the last year running toward her new life. Just as busy, she now had all the control and that’s what had been missing. Money attached solely to fame did not make her happy. Especially when it came with suspicion and a lack of trust.

      However, money to spend on her business while keeping her friends and family employed—this made her ridiculously happy. Along with producing recipe books, which gave her the opportunity to try new things, she had a diner to run and therefore a place to bake to her hearts content.

      In fact, life had suddenly gotten extra busy. Not only was she running a baking competition right here in Fairview, but she also had two weddings to arrange for friends. All these events took a lot of time and energy to organize, especially to reach the high standard she insisted on.

      Somehow she’d also need to find time for Finn. Though she had fought the attraction, she was unbelievably happy that he hadn’t let that reticence dissuade him. But if she wanted to keep the relationship alive, she would have to make a bigger effort than she had previously done. She hugged herself and then Cinnamon who snorted into her neck.

      “Now that you’ve come to know him better, you’re happy about it too, aren’t you Cin?”

      The Beagle gave a soft woof and looked toward the door.

      “Okay, I get it. Breakfast is late and far more important than my love life.” Lyra bounced out of bed and threw on an old cardigan, despite the warmth. People had a habit of stopping by unannounced, and she’d been caught in her pajamas too many times not to cover up a little. Usually it was friends, which most of the time she didn’t mind, but mornings were not her best time of the day until she’d at least had a cup of coffee. Preferably in a kitchen while baking. Then the world fell into focus and she was in her element.

      She fed Cinnamon, put the coffee on and headed for the shower. Two minutes later, with her hair soaped up, there was a banging on the bathroom door.

      “I won’t be long.”

      “Hurry up. I’ve got news!” Maggie Parker yelled back.

      Lyra sighed and did as she was asked. If her friend and awesome assistant said it was urgent, it most likely was. Dressed, with a towel wrapped around her head she made her way to the kitchen.

      Maggie sat beside Lyra’s mother drinking coffee at the counter. A cup waited for her and she took a gulp of the hot liquid. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” she managed on a sigh of bliss before noticing her mom’s eagerness. Usually Patricia St. Claire would be in the diner baking at this time of the morning.

      Waving a sheaf of papers, Maggie demanded her attention. “The contestants will be arriving at the hotel soon.”

      Lyra checked her watch. “And?”

      “You need to get down to the conference room there to greet them.”

      “Of course I do.” There was plenty of time so Lyra pointed to her cup. “Can I enjoy the lull before the storm for five minutes first?”

      “Sure, I just thought you might like to go over their applications before you go. You know, get a handle on who they are and why they entered the competition.”

      Lyra shrugged. “I already did that.”

      “Okay, but don’t you want to brush up?” Maggie raised a perfect eyebrow. “You always used to pour over the applications for days.”

      “That was back when the shows were televised and the stakes were much higher for the contestants. This is a more laid-back affair and we’ll have time to chat to each person without having to do extra takes that filming requires.”

      “It’s a bit late for keeping it low-key, dear,” mom told her. “The press have been here since yesterday, and I believe they are camped out at the hotel already.”

      “From what I’ve heard, this press group are nothing like what I experienced with the Paparazzi in LA. It will all be fine. Trust me.”

      Mom frowned. “Naturally, we all hope for the best, dear, but I agree with Maggie that we can’t be too careful.”

      Lyra had just taken a large gulp of coffee when she caught the look between the other two and almost choked. “You mean with security? Why didn’t either of you tell me you were worried?”

      Mom and Maggie shared another look that Lyra couldn’t decipher, but it was Maggie who spoke.

      “We’re not exactly worried. Not with Dan taking charge of it. We just want to be sure you stay safe.”

      When Lyra and Maggie first dreamed up the competition she’d considered stopping at the nearby towns and running a smaller one in each with a final in Fairview. After much thought she changed her mind. It involved too many issues with security and in truth she didn’t want to be away from her business for months on end. Apparently, she wasn’t worried enough—and that bothered her. Had she gotten complacent?

      “You did say you had news, Mags. Do you know something I don’t?”

      Maggie blew a wayward dark curl off her face. “There have been a couple of items in the paper today. One was about reviews for some of the contestant’s business’s and they weren’t flattering.”

      Lyra shrugged again. “It could be sour grapes on not getting a place in this competition. What was the other one about?”

      “Apparently, one of the contestants, Scarlett Finch, has had a few run ins with the law in Cozy Hollow.”

      “What does that mean? We asked all the applicants if they had any criminal records on the application and they all said no. You were checking that, right?”

      “That’s true, I did check and she doesn’t have any.”

      “Then I don’t understand what’s got you so anxious.”

      Maggie gave her a side-eye. “What concerns me is that she’s not the only one.”

      “I assume you’re talking about Madeline Flynn?”

      “There has been a lot written about her in the Maple Falls paper and elsewhere.”

      “I know that, but the poor woman has my luck when it comes to crimes surrounding her, which you know about already, and with my history I certainly can’t point a finger.”

      Mom snorted. “You can say that again.”

      Maggie rolled her eyes. “Look I just wanted you to know about my concerns. One would be bad enough, but two is asking for trouble.”

      “It’s a little late to be discussing this when as you pointed out they’re due to arrive in town at any minute. It’s not like we can ax them now,” Lyra huffed.

      “She’s just doing her job, dear.”

      “I know mom, and I do appreciate everything you do, Mags. Only, I thought you had exciting news and this is the complete opposite.”

      “Well,” Maggie’s frown was instantly replaced by a smirk, “I didn’t mean to bring you down, and we were hoping that you’re the one with news.”

      “Me?” Lyra was genuinely confused. “News about what?”

      “How was the date?” Mom blurted clearly eager for the talk of the competition and contestant issues to finish.

      Lyra should have known this was coming since Maggie had been thorough about the contestants. They had discussed Maddie Flynn in great depth and yet Lyra had walked into the trap like it had never happened before. “It was very nice, Mom.” She avoided her mother’s gaze and refilled Cinnamon’s water bowl which didn’t need it.

      “Nice?” Mom snorted. “Pie is nice. Comfy shoes are nice. A date should be a little more than that, otherwise what’s the point? Did he kiss you?”

      “Mom!”

      “What? A mother isn’t allowed to inquire if the first man her daughter’s dated in forever is up to standard?”

      Lyra put her hand up. “Stop right now, or I will never date again.”

      Mom sniffed. “Fine. You two stay and chat. I’ll head over to the diner and get started on breakfast for you. I know you’ll want to check on things and I want to make sure you eat before you start your day.”

      “I won’t be long,” Lyra assured her, knowing that her mom would go straight there and inform her staff that the date was nice and wouldn’t spare the sarcasm. This meant she would have to endure several innuendos and pointed questions, at the very least, from her mature staff members who couldn’t help themselves.

      The Diner was situated in front of the house and sat on Main Street, while her house’s driveway was around the corner on a side road. A walkway into the parking lot between the two buildings made things easy, along with access via steps to a wide wooden veranda with French doors to enter the front of the diner, as well as the kitchen through a small hallway where the restrooms were situated.

      Lyra employed several people who were competent enough, yet she liked to be hands on when she wasn’t writing cookbooks or solving mysteries. The latter came about by accident and more than once, hence her reputation. She had her fingers and toes crossed that from now on she was done with drama that didn’t revolve around food—and that should also be kept at a minimum.

      As soon as Mom was out of earshot, Maggie raised an eyebrow.

      Lyra grimaced. “Let it go, Mags.”

      Maggie spouted. “My love life is an open book, which seems very one-sided in our friendship. You could at least say what happened on your date so I can pretend we’re on equal footings.”

      “You and Dan are my best friends who I’ve known for years. It was pretty obvious to everyone else, if not the two of you, how you felt about each other. Finn and I are new, and we’re taking things slow. If and when there is something to tell, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “I better be,” Maggie warned. She pushed the papers across to Lyra, tapping three of them. “Now, back to the contestants. I’m picking these will be the ones to watch.”

      Lyra sighed. It couldn’t hurt to look over the details one more time if it kept Maggie out of her personal life.
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      Lyra flicked over the photo so she could read the blurb underneath. “Madeline Flynn is a great baker. Remember, she won a competition I was a stand-in judge for a few years ago.”

      “How could I forget when we just discussed her penchant for trouble?” Maggie rolled her eyes again. “Anyway, she’s the only one from Maple Falls. Next is Scarlett Finch. As I said, she’s from Cozy Hollow. I hear her muffins are out of this world.”

      Lyra’s excitement began to build. “Excellent. I love this next one. Alexander Turner recently opened a diner in Cozy Hollow and by all accounts it’s doing very well. His menu, a mix of Russian and American fusion, intrigues me.”

      “I knew it would. Also, he and Scarlett are soon to be related. Alex is engaged to Scarlett’s sister.”

      “Interesting. I wonder if that will affect how competitive they’ll be against each other.”

      Maggie’s eyes twinkled. “Who knows, but it could add a bit of drama.”

      “Hmmm. I think we discussed the no drama rule.”

      “Sure, but we don’t want things to be boring either, right?”

      “All I’m saying is, be careful what you wish for.”

      “I hear you. Now, this baker recently moved from Portland to Good Fortune. Jessica Lavender’s pie shop is brand new and she’s hoping that the competition will give her some visibility.”

      “It’s very honest of her to mention that. I like her already.”

      “After those four, we have Cherry Windward who runs a berry farm and has a little condiment business on the rise. Louise Hinchy runs a food truck and Sophia Barlow works in a bakery. Both are from Destiny. Lastly is Patience O’Reilly, a home cook, she’s won a few local competitions in Seagull Cove.”

      “Perfect. I like the semi-amateur side of the competition too. You can never tell if a person will elevate themselves in this environment, but I’ve seen it happen many times.”

      “They are all so excited to meet you this morning and when I spoke to each of them yesterday to make sure they were on track to arrive on time, I discovered that a couple of them are real chatty Cathys. It could be hard to stick to the schedule, but I’ve let them know you won’t spend too much time with them until after the first bake.”

      Maggie never ceased to amaze Lyra with her ability to read her mind and was often one step ahead of her with her incredible organizational skills. She’d pulled out more paperwork which gave the times for the meetup, welcome, round one, judging, and then the day two final followed by announcement of the overall winner and let Lyra look over it for the last time.

      “Is this okay?”

      Lyra nodded enthusiastically. “Perfect, as usual.” She drained her cup and stood. “Let’s do this.”

      Cinnamon caught the vibes and danced around them excitedly.

      There was a rap at the open front door and the beagle bounded over to Finn to give him a sloppy kiss after he knelt to scratch her around the ears which she loved and expected. It had taken a while for her to let down her guard with him, but now they were firm friends—as long as he didn’t monopolize Lyra when Cinnamon was nearby.

      “Good morning.” Maggie said and beat a hasty retreat to her bedroom.

      “Good morning,” Finn called as he strode across the room.

      Tall and handsome, with a smile that warmed her insides, he bent to kiss her lightly on the lips.

      She was almost disappointed. Just seeing him was enough to make her heart flutter. but they both had a busy day ahead and Maggie was capable of coming back at any moment, so it was probably best they kept things light. “Good morning, Sheriff. You’re out and about early.”

      “I thought I better come before I leave town.”

      Her eyes widened. “Leave?”

      “Yes, there’s been some trouble in Destiny and the detective there wants to talk to me about that and your competition.”

      Panic gripped her and that flutter twisted her gut painfully. “How are the two connected? Does he think there will be trouble here for some reason?”

      He put a hand up. “Just relax. He’s simply being cautious after the last couple of incidents in Fairview. As far as I’m aware there is nothing to suggest his problem has anything to do with you or the competition.”

      Lyra sighed. It was taking a long time to live down the idea that she attracted trouble. “It’s not my fault that there are some seriously unhinged people wandering about.”

      Finn squeezed her shoulder. “I know, but it’s not a bad thing to be on guard to ensure nothing happens again.”

      “It better not. I want the bakers to have a great experience.”

      “I understand. My job is to make sure of it any way I can. I already checked out the hotel and the diner, but could you send me the contestants details so I can chat with your security team before I leave?”

      She nodded and he kissed her again, a little more firmly.

      “It will be fine,” he assured her. “I’ll be back before the competition starts and I intend to stay nearby the whole time it’s on.”

      Lyra finally smiled. “At least I’ll see a lot more of you today and tomorrow.”

      “That’s the plan. Especially after last night. Even if we are both working.” He gave her a cheeky wink. “You might want to take care of the towel before you leave.” Dropping a final pat on Cinnamon he rushed out before she could answer.

      Wrenching the towel from her head she snorted. “Well Cinnamon, if he sees me like this and didn’t head for the hills, then I guess he’s a keeper. We better get our game faces on and have ourselves a competition. Let’s make it a good one.”

      Cinnamon woofed and went to wait by the door. It was her way of saying it was time to get to the diner. The Beagle wanted her pats and she wanted them now.

      Little did Cinnamon know she would be likely to get quite a few more than she’d been used to in a very long while. Once the visitors arrived there would bound to be some who would fall for her charms. Only the cold-hearted or those scared of dogs in general could ever be troubled by her friendly presence. Luckily, she was used to being around people and food and knew exactly what was expected of her in both cases.

      Plus, if anyone tried to mess with Lyra, Cinnamon had been known to be a most effective weapon in dissuading them from continuing down that path.

      After making herself presentable, Lyra made her way to the diner and found the beefy security guards being briefed by Dan, who introduced Jaxin, Dave and Stan, buddies from his days in that field.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you ma’am. I managed to get to a couple of your shows before I moved to Destiny.”

      “Please call me Lyra, Dave.”

      Jaxin gave him a nudge which made Stan glower at them. It seemed that the younger two liked a bit of a joke like Dan, while Stan did not.

      Dan continued as if this was natural. “I told the boys that you’d sign your latest cookbook when we’re done. They brought a copy each with them.”

      “I’d be happy to. It’s always nice to meet fans, and I hope the spectators will behave for you.”

      “They better had,” Stan, the tallest of the three, growled.

      “Don’t mind him,” Jaxin said cheerily. “He’s always a grump in the mornings.”

      Stan glared but didn’t argue.

      “I’m sure you’ll do a great job of looking after the contestants as well as me and my staff.” Lyra smiled warmly. “Please remember that the crowd will want to have a good time, and all I ask is that they stay back when the contestants arrive and leave, as well as keeping off the stage.”

      “The notes were very clear,” Stan stated then ran through the list he had clearly memorized. “We’ll put the barriers up first. I’ve checked out the hotel and spoken to the security guard they hired. He’s not what I’d call a professional, but he’ll make sure no one gets inside that shouldn’t be there. Dave will head over there and accompany the van back here, then Jaxin and I will go to the hotel after the show each day, while Dave and Dan watch over the marquee. We’ll make sure the press knows their place at both venues.”

      Impressed, though a little anxious at the man’s manner, Lyra stole a glance at Dan who grinned as if to say Stan was okay. She trusted Dan, so if he vouched for the man then she had to accept it and stop worrying so much. “Thank you, Stan. That sounds great.”

      He might be a little gruff, but perhaps Stan merely took his job seriously, and that wasn’t a bad thing.
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      Lyra could have walked to the hotel but knew as soon as she showed herself the press would be all over her like frosting on a cake, so she took her car and left Cinnamon at the diner. The beagle wasn’t impressed and sat in the driveway staring at her pathetically until she had turned into the road.

      Yes, it tugged at her heart, but the hotel probably wouldn’t take kindly to Cinnamon wandering around as she liked to do and Lyra didn’t plan on being gone for too long.

      In other contests when there was so much hype she could spend hours with the press and the contestants and would be exhausted before they even started. This time she was running things and decided the meeting this morning was all about showing them how excited she was to have them, explain why the charity was so important to her, and to put the contestants at ease.

      Tonight they would spend more time together over dinner with some of the locals who would hopefully dig deep in their pockets for the charity while sharing the limelight and therefore taking a little pressure off Lyra.

      She pulled into the parking lot a few minutes later and sure enough several reporters were hanging around the front door. As soon as they saw her they swarmed to her car. She should be used to all the hype, but living without it for several months had shown her how much she loved her new normal.

      Taking a deep breath she pasted a smile on her face before opening the door, hoping she hadn’t made a huge mistake in opening herself to the press again.

      “Hey Lyra! Susan Fletcher from the Daily Mail in Destiny. How is everything going for the contest?”

      “Good morning everyone. I think we are all set for a great show, Susan. I hope you’ll all enjoy it.”

      “If it’s half as good as your others it will be so much fun.”

      “Why thank you. With only eight contestants, it’s not as big as those were, but rest assured, they can all bake exceptionally well so the quality of the competition will be high.”

      “Lyra! Sean Hudson from the Portland Sun. How do you feel about getting back to being the celebrity chef we all loved?”

      Anticipating that this question would be on everyone’s mind, Lyra was ready for it. “Well, Sean, I want to make it clear that I’m not back in that capacity. Not even close.” She smiled to take the heat out of her firm answer. “This event is a fundraiser for our local animal shelter and not something I’ll be doing on a regular basis.”

      Susan frowned. “That’s going to upset a lot of fans.”

      “Perhaps, but I think the ones that still follow me will understand why I had to pull back and why I’ll never go back to that hectic lifestyle. I’m much happier living in Fairview and running a diner than clocking up miles in a plane and never being settled for long in any one place.”

      “So it was more about living a quiet life than running away from the drama of LA and your agent’s handling of your affairs?”

      “I will answer your question, Sean and then I’m going inside to welcome the contestants. All the things that happened in LA were the tail end of a very unhappy part of my career. I’ve moved on and now I love my life more than I imagined possible.”

      “So no regrets about leaving your amazing restaurant La Joliesse?”

      Lyra winced. Selling her restaurant to two of her staff who she considered friends had been hard, though necessary to fund the diner, and still hurt just a little. She managed a smile. “How can I possibly regret anything now that I’m living in a wonderful small town like Fairview surrounded by my friends and family? Thank you all for coming. Now if you’ll please excuse me.”

      She raised an eyebrow at Sean and he backed away which made the others move so she could get by. With none of the usual Paparazzi here, it had gone a lot easier than she had anticipated, though she did wonder as she hurried inside the hotel where the security guard was.

      Dan knew security inside and out and had hired his team of three extra security guards after running through the tasks he considered necessary. Lyra insisted one be stationed at the hotel for the duration of the show and they had arrived one day earlier to meet with the hotel management. The man stationed here would ensure the place was secure, and that the privacy of the contestants was maintained by keeping out the press and anyone who may want to get up close and personal with those connected to the event. The other three were for the show itself. Two would be stationed at the front of the marquee to allow ticket holders into the cordoned off general admission area and the V.I.P veranda as well as keep people off the stage. After bringing the contestants to the marquee, the third one would rove the whole area of the show, including the front of the diner, keeping watch for any signs of potential trouble. Dan was in charge of the veranda and watching over Lyra.

      The receptionist was talking into the phone and her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open when Lyra entered the foyer. Lyra gave a friendly wave and carried on down the hallway to the conference room which she had checked out when they hired it.

      Peeking through the open door she found the contestants chatting amongst themselves in a friendly way which was always a relief. Some competitions she had judged were rife with egos and animosity which wasn’t pleasant for anyone.

      Maggie spied her and came across the room. “It’s going great,” she said in a hushed voice. “Are you ready?”

      Lyra nodded and together they joined the group who were immediately silent except for a couple of nervous giggles from the younger contestants.

      Maggie held her arm out. “May I present Lyra St Claire, your host and judge for this competition.”

      There was a round of applause.

      “Good morning everyone. I’m so glad to see you’ve all arrived safely, and so happy that you’ve agreed to help support the local animal shelter that takes care of strays and neglected animals and serves many small towns in southern Oregon. Thank you on behalf of the charity. Now I’m sure this contest is taking most of you out of your comfort zones. Let me assure you that I have been where you are and know that once you start to bake it will feel less intimidating.”

      “I hope so,” Alex Turner, the only man among them muttered.

      Lyra laughed. “You’ll have to trust me on that. Fortunately, it looks like the weather is going to be kind to us and since we are in a marquee outside you have no idea how relieved Maggie and I are.”

      Some of them chuckled while others still looked apprehensive and a couple were simply staring—perhaps a little shell-shocked that they were actually here. She got it and knew Maggie would do all she could to put them at ease just like she did for Lyra even after all this time.

      “The stage is being set up as we speak and tickets have been held for anyone you requested them for. I’m sure Maggie has said that your guests may collect them from the hotel reception after I leave. We’d be grateful if you reminded them that the stage is out of bounds for everyone except contestants and my staff and that includes the back of the marquee. A mini bus will pick you up an hour before the show, so please be ready. I’m sure you’re all still a little nervous, but I have a trick for you.”

      They hung on every word and Maggie gave Lyra a thumbs up from the side of the room where she had moved to. The format might be new for both of them, but it felt right.

      “When I was starting out in competitions,” Lyra continued, “a good friend told me to picture the crowd in their pajamas.”

      Alex gave a hearty guffaw and others laughed.

      Lyra grinned. “While picturing them naked is admittedly funnier, this is a family show and there will be people we know in the audience, so that wouldn’t be right.”

      “Including grandmothers,” Maddie added.

      “Don’t forget mothers.” Lyra winked, reasonably sure which scenario her mom would prefer to imagine. “Now, I’m not going to hang around here and possibly make you more nervous. Maggie, my amazing assistant who you have already met, will go over the rules when I leave. Breakfast will be served any minute and I advise you to eat well. It will be a very long day. It would be remiss of me if I didn’t remind you that although the show is not being televised, there will be footage taken for possible use at a later date. Try not to look at the cameras. In fact, pretend they aren’t there. All you have to do is concentrate on your baking and I’ll endeavor to interrupt you as little as possible. And one more piece of advice, pretend that it’s just the ten of us in that marquee and you’ll be fine.” She gave a wry grin. “Believe it or not, that’s another great piece of advice given to me that got me through being live on air.”

      After another round of applause Lyra shook their hands welcoming them again individually, pleased that Maggie had insisted she go over their files again so that she knew who was who, then made a quick exit.

      She had a lot to do before the show began and wanted to make sure that everything was ready. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Maggie, but from years of experience she knew that sometimes a minor thing could be overlooked which could turn into a major headache down the track.

      The press were still outside waiting for her. Only, they had a diversion. Cinnamon must have followed her and now she had the group eating out of her paw by being her ridiculously cute self. They cooed and petted at her antics which meant Lyra could sneak into her car.

      With perfect timing Cinnamon raced across the parking lot and jumped into the open door and over to the passenger seat.

      “Thanks, Cin. You are so clever!”

      Cinnamon woofed softly and pressed her nose to the window.

      After clipping on the dog lead attached to the seatbelt, Lyra waved to the surprised reporters who had little time to react and then she laughed all the way home.
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