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      Grady Madison stared down at his clown suit and shook his head. How the hell had he been talked into this? Oh yeah, he really liked doing it. Plus, the kids enjoyed the show. He chuckled to himself; he wasn’t the main attraction, and he knew it.

      He drew in two deep breaths as Larry drove the clown cart around the edge of the building. They pulled up to the area some other volunteers had marked off for them. He jumped from the cart and raced up the small rise. Once on level ground, he did a cartwheel, then dropped to one knee and spread his hands wide. The kids cheered and screamed. They weren't really yelling for him; they were just excited to see Dutch, the dog of Station One. The pooch always stole the show, which Grady didn't really mind. Larry, his driver, and the dude in charge of the dog came to stand beside him.

      “Good show,” Larry mumbled.

      Grady stood and jumped around, doing a silly dance for the kids and acting the fool. After a couple of cartwheels, a game of chase, and playing a short round of pass with two boys, he was worn out. He sat on the ground, scratching Dutch's back so he could catch his breath. People filtered past and stopped to talk. The kids asked about Dutch, wondering where he slept and if Grady, well, clown Grady, had to sleep with him. After a few minutes, he stood and brushed his clown pants off.

      “I think they like you,” Larry drawled, his eyes twinkling.

      He stared at Larry before rolling his eyes. “They just like the dog.”

      “Clowns can be frightening.” Larry bent close to whisper in his ear. “Hell, you are a little frightening without all the makeup.”

      "Shut up." Grady laughed, glad the guys were treating him normal instead of like some gay freak show. After the incident where a few cops and two firemen had attacked him, everything was tense. Four guys got fired for plotting to harm him and for participating in a gay-bashing stunt in Seattle. He changed firehouses, moving from Station Four to Station One. In the end, everything was all okay, but he was forced to learn a new crew, make new friends, and trust new people. His old crew had been like family, at least he thought they were, but the hatred he felt from a couple of the guys had ruined it. Four of the men from his old crew kept up with him, but the rest, well, the other two who weren't fired, didn't want anything to do with him. Before the guys got to know him at Station One, they were standoffish. Some of them blamed him for the disruption in the department. Then one night, when they were having a joint meeting with all the crews in attendance, the ice was broken. Guys he didn't think would accept him, even the ultra-conservative Christians, came up and hugged him, telling him they understood. Now, months after the incident, everyone was cool.

      He and Larry worked the crowd, giving out balloons to the kids who looked old enough not to chew on them, shaking hands, and letting people pet Dutch. Grady tried not to notice the dads. He was a total skank for wanting to hit on a few of them. They were here with their kids, and most, if not all, were straight. He’d yet to see a gay couple hanging out, and he damn sure wasn’t going to be some straight boy’s booty call. He was out and wouldn’t go back to hiding.

      National Night Out was a huge community outreach for the town of Everett, Washington. The fire department set up a booth to collect canned goods and winter coats for the local food bank and shelter. They tried to make a difference to the people of their city and not just by putting out fires. They'd do the Halloween gig in a few months, which was always fun.

      Grady was proud of his city and his department. Community outreach was important with the Naval Station in town. The influx of people changed the mixture of those who needed help from year to year, but not all military families made enough. Sure, most were fine, but times were tough, and some people just needed a bit of extra help. There were also a few families that were previously well off, but the economic downturn had left them wrecked.

      Grady looked around at the crowd of smiling people. The families looked happy. Kids were laughing, and parents were smiling. He half wished he would have a kid one day, but admitting that he was gay and ending his relationships with women wouldn’t do much to get him a child. He rolled his eyes and pushed his melancholy to the back of his mind. Two boys wanted him to play pass, and he gladly tossed the pigskin with them, doing a few cartwheels and jumps to keep them laughing. Donating his time to these community events always made him feel good.

      After his round of pass, he realized it was getting late. Many families with young kids had already left, and the crowd had thinned out. Some of the booths were being torn down, and people were packing up. Dutch was looking tired and seemed like he wanted some peace and quiet. He glanced across the grassy field and saw a guy staring at him. His body heated, and he turned away. The guy must have been staring at something else. He looked up, finding Larry chatting with some beautiful woman. That's who the guy had to be staring at.

      “Hey, Larry, you ready to go?” He didn’t want to ruin the guy’s mojo, but he was ready to leave. Throughout the evening, the same woman kept popping up near them, over and over again.

      “Yeah, just a minute.” Larry waved and turned back to the chick.

      “Just get her number,” he called out and laughed when Larry shot him an angry scowl. “Come on, the dog is getting tired.”

      Dutch looked up at him and whined. He knelt and petted Dutch, talking nonsense to the cute pooch. He heard someone approaching, and a shadow fell on him. Dutch jumped up and launched himself at the person behind Grady, tangling his leash on Grady’s legs. He tried to stand and catch the dog, but he didn’t do much beyond becoming wrapped in the long lead and falling on his ass.

      From the sounds of it, Dutch had hit his mark. Grady turned, grabbing for the leash as he glanced up at the most beautiful brown eyes and curly dark hair he'd ever seen. It was the guy who'd been staring earlier. He swung his gaze to Grady and stilled. He could have been mistaken, but Grady swore he saw heat in those depths. Anything he imagined he saw was gone before Grady had time to sit up straight and grab hold of Dutch properly.

      “Sorry about that. He’s usually really good. Must like the way you smell or something." Thank God he had the clown paint on because his face was hotter than the pavement in summer on a scorcher of a day.

      “Probably my sausage.”

      "What?" Grady's mouth fell open, and he glanced down, realizing he was going to look at this dude's crotch to check out his sausage. Fuck, he was—well, not really in uniform, but Grady was here as a fireman, and checking out a stranger's package when the guy knew exactly what he was doing was beyond wrong.

      The guy laughed, and his cheeks tinted pink. “I’m a chef. Dogs love me because I smell like meat all the time. I just made up some sausage earlier today.”

      “Oh.” Grady was so embarrassed that he wanted to run away. He looked for Larry, seeing that he was still talking to the girl.

      “I think you two should take your act on the road.”

      "What?" Listening to this guy talk had his nerves on edge. Not because his voice was rough. It was smooth as silk, sliding over Grady's body and melting him with each word. He could hardly concentrate because he was trying to keep his dick from waking up and taking notice. That the guy was big with broad shoulders had Grady even more excited. Then there was the little tuft of hair curling over the collar of his shirt. This big, beautiful bear was exactly what Grady wanted in his bed. Grady glanced down again at the guy's body. He had a bit of extra padding, and Grady pictured them together, this guy hanging over him while he was tied down. Fuck.

      “You’re a little jumpy,” the guy said.

      "Sorry. I'm hard—I mean, I'm tired. Oh God, I'm just going to go slam my head in the door and—" Grady tried to turn away, but a hand on his shoulder stopped him. Sparks flashed through his body, and his dick jumped, trying to break free of the confines of his pants and underwear. He was embarrassed beyond belief and made a total ass of himself.

      “Wait. Don’t go. I’m Paul. I cook at Sessa’s Italian Grill. I’m working tomorrow night. Why don’t you come in?”

      Grady didn’t move away but couldn’t look Paul in the eye. “I was kind of hoping you’d never know who I really was. The paint kind of keeps me hidden.”

      “You have great eyes, very beautiful.”

      Grady bit his lips and sucked in a breath. “You keep making me blush.” Finally, he lifted his chin and stared at Paul, taking in the pale skin and angular face. “You know, I could be exceedingly ugly under this clown suit.”

      Paul squinted and shrugged. “I’ll take my chances. So, what’s your name?”

      "Grady." He stuck out his hand for a shake, and Paul took it. The man's grasp was firm, and Paul held on for longer than was usually considered socially acceptable, but Grady didn't mind. He wanted to touch, lick, and kiss this guy, but a handshake would have to suffice since they were in public.

      “Hey Grady, time to go,” Larry called out.

      “I gotta—you know.” Grady let go of Paul’s hand and backed away.

      “You probably want to take care of that thing, you know, being tired and all,” Paul laughed, his smile reaching his eyes, making them twinkle.

      Grady sucked in a breath and opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out. Paul had him off balance and out of his mind. The guy left him hot and hard, but he sure as hell couldn't do anything about it right now. At a club in Seattle, he would be making out with Paul, seeing if he'd go to the bathroom or maybe out back. But this was his hometown, and though he was out, he didn't flaunt his desires.

      “So fucking embarrassing,” Grady said as he dropped into the passenger seat of Larry’s truck.

      “What’s up?”

      “I made a total fool out of myself with that guy. God, he probably thinks I’m an idiot.”

      Larry chuckled. “Well, I got her number. No thanks to you. So did you get his?”

      Grady stared out the window of the truck, depression weighing him down. “No, I only know that his name is Paul.”

      “Anything else?” Larry pulled out of the parking lot and headed back to the station.

      “He works at some Italian place. It’s new.”

      “Which one?” Larry asked.

      “It starts with an ‘S.’ Honestly, I was so embarrassed when he told me. I couldn't pay attention."

      They drove in silence for a few minutes, then Larry slowed and pulled the truck to the curb. “I bet it’s this one. Sessa’s. It’s
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