[bookmark: _GoBack]Bayou Valentine Excerpt
Chapter One

“All dressed up and nowhere to go?” Ally entered my kitchen with a box of heart-shaped cookies topped with white icing and red sprinkles. 
I tossed on a baseball cap and lifted one knee and then the other, stretching out my new denim jeans. “What makes you think I don’t have anywhere to go?” Deputy Carter LeBlanc would arrive within the next half-hour. 
“Let’s hope I’m right.” Ally frowned, setting aside the bakery box. “I might’ve pegged you for a girl with Valentine’s Day plans until you threw on that cap.” 
Ally and I had a blossoming friendship thanks to her extraordinary baking skills and countless other desirable traits—she was trustworthy and not at all intrusive, which was more than I could say for my other Bayou buddies.  Gertie and Ida Belle. If they so much as suspected a date on the horizon, they’d rush over so they could wave goodbye as I climbed into Carter’s humongous truck. 
“So where’s he taking you?” Ally opened the box of treats and pinched off a sugary arrow. Before she shoved it between her lips, she added, “It’s the most important couple-holiday of the year. Bet it’s somewhere romantic.” 
“Please tell me you didn’t mention my date to Ida Belle and Gertie.” I dodged our intended location on purpose. 
She shrugged. “I didn’t, but nothing escapes Walter and if Walter knows…” 
“Ida Belle knows,” we said together. 
About that time, my cell rang. Ally held it up. “Want me to do the honors?” 
“Might as well. Otherwise she’ll be on my porch in five minutes.” 
Ally giggled and hit the call option. “Hey, Gertie.” 
“Hey yourself. Is this Fortune?” 
“Ally.” 
“Ah, so you’re over there helping Fortune get ready for her big night?” 
I rolled my eyes. Ally shrugged. “She has plans this evening?” 
“She didn’t tell you?” Gertie sounded suspiciously cautious. “Hmm. That’s unusual. Maybe my sources are wrong.” 
“Or maybe your sources need to mind their own business.” 
“So you are going out on the town tonight!” Gertie sang out her delight. “Where’s he taking you?” 
 Seemed to be the universal question. “Maybe Mudbug.” 
“Mudbug?” Gertie grunted. “What does Mudbug have that we don’t?” 
“A good steakhouse for starters,” Ally said. “Just opened on the edge of town.” 
“That’s in Wasteland. No way will I eat a steak in a place called Wasteland.”
“Don’t ruin it for her, Gertie,” said Ally. 
“Place has one traffic light and it blinks on green all the time. The mayor recently put up one of those population signs, right next to the ‘Wasteland Steakhouse—Name alone will make your stomach growl’ billboard. Who does that? And who throws good money away on a sign that recognizes fifteen people?” 
“I would if all fifteen were family members,” Ally said. 
“Maybe,” Gertie said. “Bet the mayor’s relatives work at the steakhouse.” 
“Probably,” Ally agreed. “The restaurant is located right down from Mayor Hollowman’s farm.” 
“Carter should’ve known better. I’ll call him with some suggestions. He should take Fortune to a classier joint and—” 
“Don’t you dare!” I blurted out. “The farm-to-table restaurant was my idea.” 
Ally shot me a suspicious look. “We have to go, Gertie. Carter will be here soon. Talk to you later. Bye.” Ally disconnected the call and narrowed her eyes. “Okay spill.” 
I hesitated. Ally wouldn’t approve of my reasons behind the Wasteland Steakhouse suggestion. 
“Fortune?” 
“Okay, fine. I didn’t want anyone to see us on our first official date. Until I know what I’m feeling for Carter, I don’t need the locals weighing in with their opinions about ‘us’ or if there is an ‘us’ or if there is an ‘us’ what ‘we’ feel for each other. It’s too complicated when tongues start wagging. I’m not a he-said-she-said person.” 
“I get it,” she said, surprising me. “But don’t fool yourself into believing that Carter doesn’t get it, too. He probably would’ve taken you to Wasteland whether you’d asked or not.” 
Carter and Ally were old friends so I’d take her word for it. Then a sinking sensation made me uneasy. “Think he doesn’t want to be seen with me?” 
“I don’t think that’s it at all. In fact, I bet Carter would be proud to take you just about anywhere.” Ally flicked her fingers and knocked my cap sideways. “But the least you can do is put on a dress. It’s Valentine’s night. And Cupid expects you to look presentable.” 
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