
  
    
      
    
  




An Epiphany in Flannel

Synopsis


Small-town waitress Maisie Davis resolves the mystery of her sexuality after an
unexpected encounter with a handsome stranger seated in the corner booth of
Moe’s Fine Diner. Aiden Crane opens Maisie’s mind and body to exciting new
possibilities—but can she find the courage to follow her heart?
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Meet-Cute at Midnight


Maisie Davis tucked her favorite romance novel under the counter at
Moe’s Fine Diner, snatched back to reality by the door’s chime mere pages
before a love scene she knew by heart but couldn’t stop rereading. The
unexpected interruption had sent her scrambling like a guilty child, so she took
a deep breath and pushed aside her frustration, determined to be gracious
despite the literary coitus interruptus. She looked up with a smile, ready to
welcome her first customer in over an hour, when it suddenly dawned on her how
good-looking the man in front of her was. The greeting died in her throat. All
she could manage was a quiet, “Hello.”


“Evening.” Entranced, Maisie watched as the most beautiful man
she’d ever seen in real life strolled into the otherwise empty dining room and
nodded at a corner booth. “Mind if I sit there?”


“Not in the least.” Having lost the chance to play it cool, Maisie
almost wasn’t fazed when she dropped two menus on the floor while reaching for
an entirely different one to offer the handsome stranger. “I’ll be your waitress
and your cook tonight, so I wouldn’t recommend the omelet. I’m not very
good at those.”


The man stopped to give her an amused look. “What about pancakes?”


“Much better. Pancakes are the perfect food, so I want them when I
want them.” Did she sound as stupid to this absolute dreamboat as she did to
her own ears? “Which is why I taught myself to make my own when I was a kid.”


He chuckled, blue eyes sparkling like the deepest sea. “Pancakes
it is.”


With a tip of his hat, the man ambled to his chosen booth and took
the seat with the best view of the parking lot. Maisie grabbed a clean glass
and went to the ice and water dispensers, glancing out the front window to
where the man’s attention had drifted. A decent-sized big rig was parked at the
edge of the lot, the logo painted on its side as unfamiliar to her as the man
it had carried here. Careful to hold the glass steady, she walked to the
trucker with a single mission—to convince this nice man that she was more
amiable than awkward.


Maisie cringed inside. When had she ever cared what random
customers thought about her personality? Embarrassed to be acting like a
lovestruck dope, Maisie set the glass on the table and put on a congenial face.
“Welcome to Moe’s, by the way. Would you like coffee or juice with your
pancakes?”


The trucker pulled the ball cap from his head, raked remarkably
delicate fingers through his tousled hair, and flashed a little grin. “Coffee,
please.” Then he shrugged off his leather jacket to reveal the chest-hugging,
hint-of-cleavage-revealing blue flannel shirt beneath, shattering Maisie’s
poise for the second time.


The trucker was a woman—the most magnificent woman Maisie had ever
laid eyes on. Her attraction to the stranger increased a thousandfold, as did
her fear. This was hardly the first time she’d admired the fairer sex, but it was
the first time any person of any stripe made her feel like this—desperate to
know them, to kiss them, to be held by them. She’d always figured her brain
must be wired differently than other peoples’, that she would never be
unambiguously attracted to a real flesh-and-blood human being despite her quiet
fascination with sex and romance. But this situation proved her brain could be
just as horny as anyone’s.


All it took was meeting the right trucker.


“Care to join me?”


Maisie blinked, cheeks burning anew at her ignorance. Now that she
was paying attention, the trucker’s voice wasn’t even all that deep. Why had
she assumed this stunning creation was a man? Was she really that sexist?
“Sorry,” Maisie said, embarrassed by her own naïveté. At the stranger’s bemused
expression, she changed her inflection. “I mean, sorry?”


“If you’re up for a late-night short stack, that is.” The trucker
rolled up the cuffs of her blue flannel shirt, drawing Maisie’s attention to
how perfectly the fabric accentuated her soulful eyes. “If you are, it’s on me.
Quiet as this place is, you might as well take a load off and share in a
perfect midnight feast. Assuming you’re hungry.”


Maisie scanned the deserted diner, all too aware that she had
nothing better to do. She’d agreed to cover this shift for the copious reading
time, not the tips. If she was lucky, she’d see maybe five customers before
Linda arrived at six for the breakfast shift. And it wasn’t like she didn’t
want pancakes. That was rarely the case.


“My feelings won’t be hurt if you say no.” The lady trucker’s
swagger seemed to be fading. “Just seems dead in here…and it’s been about a
week since I’ve had any kind of meaningful human interaction. But that’s the
cost of living on the road, obviously, and most definitely not your problem.”


Maisie was starting to feel like a real asshole. Forcing her brain
and mouth back into proper working order, she said, “Sure, but I’m not charging
you for my portion.”


“Fair enough.” The trucker’s broad grin made Maisie tingle in
places she hadn’t realized existed. “I’m Aiden, by the way.” The introduction
was accompanied by a friendly smile and a work-worn hand. “It’s a pleasure to
meet you…Maisie.”


Following Aiden’s gaze down to the name tag on her chest, Maisie
wondered what else those smoky eyes had noticed. “You, too.” She shook Aiden’s
hand. “Though I can’t promise I’ll be very good company. You may leave here
disappointed.”


Aiden squeezed her fingers, then let go. “Don’t worry about that.
I’m not.”


Easy for a stud like Aiden to say. Maisie floated to the kitchen,
tying an apron around her waist before throwing together a fresh bowl of
batter. On autopilot, she poured six largish circles on the hot griddle and watched
nervously for tiny bubbles to appear on top. She was almost afraid for the
pancakes to finish. Once they were done, the socializing would begin.


Sharing a late-night meal with a customer was unprofessional, at
best. Chatting up the type of woman who would have her narrow-minded parents
frothing at the mouth in righteous judgment felt downright dangerous. Yet she
couldn’t seem to hit the brakes on whatever was happening. Like a child with a
hurricane at her back, Maisie stumbled ahead, powerless to escape whatever
force of nature was driving her into the unknown.


She’d rejected plenty of male customers in the past. What was so
different about Aiden? Even when she’d believed “he” was just another long-haul
trucker, Maisie had been stirred in ways she still didn’t quite understand. Why
hadn’t she wanted to say no? And why was she so desperate for Aiden to
enjoy this meal—and her?


Hands shaking, Maisie stacked three pancakes on each plate and
called out, “Do you like butter?”


“Even more than I like breathing.”


Maisie chuckled and plopped two small scoops of butter atop each
of their piles. “One more thing we have in common.”


“I knew I liked you for a reason.” Aiden slid out of the booth and
strode toward the counter, oozing charm. “Will you let me carry those for you?”


Too busy replaying her latest verbal slip-up to register the
gallant request, Maisie didn’t answer. One more thing we have in common. What
if Aiden thought she meant they were compatible for reasons beyond a mutual
love of flapjacks and butter? She didn’t even know if Aiden liked women. What
if she was reading too much into the short haircut, the sexy flannel shirt, and
the length of time Aiden’s attention had lingered in the vicinity of her name
tag? She might be guilty of stereotyping again. Maybe Aiden was a badass
heterosexual lady trucker in dire need of a friendly late-night chat to help
her stay awake—and Maisie just so happened to be the only candidate in the
vicinity.


Aiden reached for the plates. “May I?”


Confused, then self-conscious, Maisie drew her arms closer to her
chest. “I’ve got it.”


Judging from her stricken look, Aiden hadn’t anticipated a
refusal. “Oh. My apologies.” She stepped away from the counter, gesturing
Maisie toward their corner booth. “You are the professional here. I wasn’t
trying to suggest otherwise.”


Maisie’s stomach dropped at her knee-jerk reaction to a
well-intentioned offer of good, old-fashioned chivalry. “No, I’m sorry.” She
held both plates over the counter. “How about you carry these? I’ll grab the
syrup.”


“Sure thing.” Aiden tipped her head, wearing a mile-wide grin as
she took their meals. “This smells amazing.”


Somehow even such banal praise had the power to make Maisie’s
cheeks burn anew. “Thanks. It’s, uh…not my recipe or anything.”


“But you brought them to fruition.” Aiden honored the minor effort
with a stately bow. “Respect.”


Was that flirting? Maisie had no clue how any of this worked.
Romance novels could only get her so far, seeing as she wasn’t trying to seduce
a multi-millionaire executive or some literal knight in shining armor. Could
she safely assume that Aiden was more than likely attracted to her? Or was she
reading too much into friendly banter? Maisie swiped a bottle of maple syrup
from under the counter and followed Aiden, glad she’d decided to surrender
control of the grub. Her hands were shaking.


Aiden set their plates on the table and slid back into her seat,
taking yet another peek out the window in the direction of her dark, silent
rig. Maisie deposited the syrup in the center of the table, then sat down
across from Aiden. Following her gaze, Maisie said, “There’s no need to worry
about your truck. Hardly anyone’s out at this time of night, and nothing ever
happens in this town anyway.”


Nodding, Aiden faced her head-on and unwrapped the napkin from
around the set of utensils in front of her. “I’m not concerned about my ride so
much as I am my dog.” Maisie watched the strong hands across the table slice
into and then spear a forkful of pancake. “He didn’t want to wake up when I tried
to take him out to potty, so I decided not to push it since he tends to get
lonely when I’m gone. I’m hoping he’ll sleep through this pit stop so I can
stay inside and chat with you a while longer.”


Maisie didn’t know what to say. What was actually happening here?
Aiden could be a dashing butch with an inexplicable crush or else a serial
killer intent on luring innocent, skirt-and-sandals-clad waitresses into her
mobile torture chamber with tales of the adorable puppy waiting inside. It
would be stupid to ignore the potential danger and focus on Aiden’s chiseled
features and delicious body instead. Right?


Maisie studied Aiden’s contented chewing, her kind eyes, and the
open, unguarded expression on her face. “What kind of dog?”


Aiden lit up. “Pit bull.” She balanced her fork on the plate and
extracted a smart phone from her jacket pocket. “I hope you want to see a
picture, because I’m showing you one. Or twenty.”


Well, she wasn’t faking this affection for her canine friend. That
was plain as day. Swallowing the small bite she’d taken, Maisie leaned forward
to look at the image on Aiden’s phone. “Aww!” Serial killer or not, Maisie’s
heart melted at the goofy, open-mouthed grin on the precious face of the white
pit bull on her home screen. “He’s darling.” She cooed again when Aiden flipped
to the next photo, a selfie she’d taken with her arm around the dog’s shoulder.
“What do you call him?”


“Major. After the street I found him on.” Aiden swiped left to
reveal a ridiculous image of the pit bull wrapped in a blanket like a giant
burrito, tongue lolling from the silly face that stuck out of one end. “I keep
telling him I’ll promote him to lieutenant general once he stops farting in the
cab—and not a moment sooner.”


Maisie laughed, tickled by the begrudging affection in Aiden’s
complaint about her almost-certainly-real companion. “Poor boy. What are you
feeding him?”


“Raw, meaty bones are his favorite. Other than that, kibble.”
Aiden lowered her face and wolfed down another mouthful of pancakes. “And
perhaps a few too many cubes of cheddar cheese. They’re one of my favorite
daytime snacks. Major’s, too.”


Rolling her eyes, Maisie realized that she’d started to mirror
Aiden’s steady rate of consumption, no doubt because this conversation was
easier than she’d expected and far less awkward than she’d feared. “You feed
your dog cheese, then chastise him for passing gas. Kind of cold, don’t you
think, after you’ve set him up to fail like that?”


Aiden snorted. “He loves it, though. And makes the cutest faces
when he begs. You have no idea how hard it is to say no,” Aiden’s smoky eyes
locked onto hers, triggering a flash flood of desire between Maisie’s already
trembling thighs, “to something that irresistible.”


Realistically, what were the odds Aiden was a truck-driving
murderer engaged in an after-hours hunt? Not zero, she supposed, but probably
less than five percent, tops. Ten at the most. It seemed far more likely that
Aiden was exactly what she seemed—a basically good-natured,
masculine-presenting, working woman who had a cute dog waiting in her truck. A
dog who might currently be hungry. Without questioning herself, Maisie said,
“I’m almost positive we have some raw, meaty bones in the back. If you wanted,
you could take a couple to Major as a peace offering. You know, to make amends
for your lengthy absence.”


Aiden’s laughter grew. “Oh, man. See? You’re wrapped around his
paw, and you haven’t even met him yet.”


Want to see my puppy? Well, follow me, little girl. He’s right
over here. Here in the back of my murder van. Maisie shivered, unsettled by
her lingering paranoia about Aiden’s intentions. At the moment, she didn’t know
what she was more afraid of—being killed or being kissed. Or rather, she did
know…but it was a damn close call. Flustered, Maisie shoveled more food into
her mouth to avoid answering the subtle invitation.


“I’d love to purchase a couple bones for him, as long as you have
enough to spare.”


“Definitely.” Maisie paused to swallow before going on. “But as
the cutest dog I’ve seen all month, Major qualifies for the good-boy discount.
So the bones are on the house. A gift from me to him.”


“Would you like to present them to the good boy yourself?”


Maisie’s attention flicked out the window, first searching the
darkened cab of the truck for any trace of white fur, then scanning the parking
lot and adjoining streets for any sign of life. Nothing. They were alone.
Unwatched.


“Once we’ve eaten, I can go grab him and meet you right out
front.” As though sensing her hesitation, Aiden said, “Unless you’d rather have
us go around back. Whatever works for you.” She paused to swallow. When Maisie
made no attempt to respond, Aiden stared down at her nearly empty plate,
rosy-cheeked and full of a brand-new awkwardness that was painful to see. “Or
maybe I should deliver his windfall on your behalf. Given that you’re at work
and probably have other things to do.”


Much to her own surprise, Maisie shook her head. “Not really.”
They were both done eating, and as nervous as Maisie was, she still didn’t want
to say good-bye. “I mean, I love dogs.”


Not yet.


Maisie’s Major Milestone


Maisie waited at the entrance until she saw a white pit bull jump
out of the driver’s side door of the big truck, tail wagging happily as he
wound his leash around Aiden’s calves. Maisie winced at the all-too-predictable
stumble that followed, then laughed at the dirty look Aiden shot Major while
clumsily disentangling herself from her enthusiastic companion. Pushing open
the front door, Maisie stepped out of Moe’s Fine Diner with a shit-eating grin
on her face.


“This is the dog who refused to get out of bed?” She tilted
her head, frowning. “You sure about that?”


Aiden tightened her grip on Major’s leash to keep him from
bounding over to greet her. “I just told him that a very pretty lady wanted to
give him some gourmet bones. Can you blame the guy for being a bit
overexcited?”


Maisie’s grin eased as she flushed with a mixture of desire and
disbelief. That was flirting. It had to be. Taking a step away from the
safety of the diner, she waved Aiden closer so as not to give away her complete
and utter confusion about what might come next. “You can bring him closer. I’m
used to overexcited dogs, so I don’t mind.”


“I apologize in advance if he comes in a little hot. He’s totally
friendly, just…a bit of an overgrown puppy who still hasn’t quite mastered his
manners.” Aiden bent and patted Major on the head, and
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