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Being auctioned off like a piece of meat wasn’t high on Joseph Camenitti’s bucket list. Especially seeing he was the only one in a wheelchair. Rationalizing it was for the police widows and orphans fund barely helped. That is until a mystery woman saves his pride by making him the hottest ticket of the night. When she then decides she doesn't even want the date, he's definitely intrigued.

Evie Tolland had overcome more challenges than any girl should in high school until the day a bad boy with a heart of gold kissed her cheek. Buying a date with him at the auction was just pay back.

Now the bad boy is back and just as sexy. Can Joseph convince Evie he means all the sweet things he says? Can Evie draw on his strength when new challenges threaten to destroy all she has worked so hard for? Can she trust him with her secret?

He’s all sweet-talking caveman, she’s an old fashioned girl with more steel than she knows. This one will make you cheer their success and want to yell at them when they choose fear over love.

The Lovers and Other Strangers Contemporary Romance series combines delightful characters with steamy romance. Doctors to ranchers to cops to heiresses to CEOs, there is a little something for everyone in this series of extended family and friends.

Click ‘buy it now’ to be part of the family!
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Prologue

Her back was to the door but she knew when he walked in. He was growling at her. She whipped around to face him. He was stunning, lean like a jungle cat. Dark curly hair and sapphire blue eyes. His skin was flushed from practice. She could smell his scent like an animal in heat, and it made her mouth water.

"I finally have you alone." The roughness of his voice nipped at her nerves making her jump.

"Wha... What are you going to do?" His smile told her he'd do exactly as he pleased.

"I'm going to do what you've wanted me to all along. I am going to show you what happens to good girls that want to be wild." He crowded against her, pressing his body tight to hers. His erection was tight against her belly. She licked her lips. She wanted him pressed against her, reveled in his warmth. The animal attraction of him made her bite at her lips. Why hadn't he kissed her yet?

"Kiss me." It came out of her like a breath.

"Not yet. If you want me, show me. Undress."

"Here? In the cafeteria?"

"Now!" She started unbuttoning her shirt but she was too slow for him and he pulled the sides apart popping the buttons off. Then both their clothes were off. His mouth was everywhere. His hands were so warm and strong holding her, pinning her to him. Her skin felt like it glowed reflecting back the heat of him. She was mesmerized. She inhaled the spicy male scent of him. She could not stop herself, she licked down the center of his chest. His hand clutched at her hair.

"I've got a better use for your tongue." He held her by her hair as he guided her down the length of him. He was tall but not gangly, his body beautifully formed. His pale skin frosted with dark hair across his chest and ran in a line down his body forming a nest around his cock.

"Yes, please, I want you in my mouth."

"Good girl, I love when you beg." She rubbed her face against his abdomen then licked at the tip of him. The salty musky flavor of him on her tongue made her want more. She kissed him and then ran her tongue up his shaft, licking a new drop from the tip. She took just the head between her lips. He was so warm, so smooth, and so hard. She dragged her teeth along the underside and heard him hiss. She smiled with him still in her mouth, happy she could please him. She pressed her face against him taking in more. She felt him at the back of her throat and felt him shiver as she swallowed. His hand was still in her hair and now he dragged her off him. She whimpered when he pulled out of her mouth.

"I don't want to go off there. On the table, spread your legs. I need to prepare you to take me." She was on the table before she could blink. He released her hair as he laid her down. He spread her legs farther and reached between them with both his hands.

"This is mine and no one else's. Is that clear. You are mine. Say it!"

"I am yours. Only yours." She was writhing in anticipation of his touch. He ran his hands down the inside of her thighs. He stroked his thumbs over the outer lips of her sex. He was teasing her, making her want it more. Then his thumbs dipped into her, easing her lips apart, exposing her essence to him.

"Do you want it like a good girl?"

"Yes." She whispered

"Liar. You want it bad. You want me to take you hard."

"Oh God, yes." She felt his fingers thrust into her without warning. She was so wet it didn't matter. His thumb stroked up on her clit when he pushed in again. She drenched his hand with her juices.

"Now you are ready for me. I can feel how close you are. I want to feel you come around my cock." He took his hand away and moved over her. She could feel him at her entrance. In one thrust he was fully inside her. With every thrust he marked her as his, imprinting himself on her soul.

"Mine, you are mine."

Evie's eyes flew open as the first wave of her orgasm rolled through her. She lay in bed shaking, her hips twitching to the spasms happening inside her. Oh dear God, she was too old to be having dreams like this. It was the middle of the night and now she wouldn't be able to go back to sleep. She wanted to cry, to scream. Who the hell thought she would still be a virgin at thirty five. Bernard had been hinting that he wanted to date her... Ugh, no. She didn't know why but he just seemed all wrong. Besides, if she was going to even think about this she wanted someone that at least turned her on. Too bad she didn't know any guys that did. She needed to go back to sleep but when she closed her eyes now all she could see was him. She hadn't thought about 'dreamboat' in ages. He had been breathtaking in high school. Maybe she should look him up, hell that's what Facebook was for? Right, so she could find out he was happily married with 2 kids. Or worse, single but had let himself go like ex-jocks do but still thought he was a stud, Eww. She laughed, hey at least in her fantasies he was still damn hot, he could just stay there, nice and safe and all hers. She closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep with a smile on her face.
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"FUCK, FUCK, FUCK, FUCK! I can't believe I missed the shot. I make that nine times out of ten! Fuck!"

"Sorry dude, but you'll have to pay up. 7:30, Saturday, the Continental, auction starts at 8:00. Wear a dark suit or better yet a tux. The women will love you." Chauncey walked away laughing

"Shit!" Cam lobbed one ball after another at the net and all of them dropped in without touching the backboard. Now he was stuck going to the annual meat market and he had a really bad feeling about it. It wasn't as if he lacked for female attention, well he hadn't exactly been overwhelmed with it since he had ended up in the chair but, damn those bachelor auction things gave him the creeps. 

Something about the blatant appraisal and the women's no holds barred sexual aggressiveness had turned him off when he had two working legs. How would he be judged now? It wasn't like he could roll out there and yell, Hey Ladies! The legs don't work but the rest of the equipment is just fine. The fact that the auction raised money for the widows and families fund didn't make it any less unsavory. He'd just have to deal but this was going to suck in no uncertain terms.

Chapter One

Saturday had gotten here way too quick but then your execution always does. Cam took a deep breath to quell the nerves that he wasn't used to feeling. Joseph Camenitti was not afraid of much but being auctioned like a piece of meat was not high on his list of things he wanted out of life.

"Camenitti? Christ! How the hell did they get you to do this?"

"Hey O'Reilly. Would you believe I lost a bet. I'm taking Chauncey's slot. You ever done this before?"

"Yeah, My wife ropes me into it. Its not really so bad. She kind of gets off on buying me for the night. I suppose after ten years of being married I should be happy she still wants to pay for the pleasure."

"You mean your wife buys you?"

"Yeah, didn't Chauncey tell you how this works? You figure out how much you're willing to pay to save your ego and then you get some woman to bid that amount and you pay it. Happily I might add. God, I'd never get up there if I didn't know for sure I'd get bid on." O'Reilly shuddered for added effect. Cam wanted to be sick, this was going to be even worse than he had imagined. He could see how it was going to play out. He would roll out on stage and there would be dead silence, fucking crickets. He was going to kill Chauncey when he saw him next. He snagged one of the programs. Everybody had a picture and a short bio, except him, his bio was on a piece of paper that had been stuck in at the last minute announcing that Chauncey had a pressing engagement and Joseph Camenitti would be taking his place.

He supposed he should be grateful that they listed him as a decorated cop, wounded in the line of duty but they didn't say the wounds meant he'd ended up in a wheel chair. He looked in the mirrors the organizers set up. He wasn't bad looking he supposed, not like he thought about it though. God knows his romance writer sister had used him often enough for her damn romantic heroes.

She claimed women loved the tall dark and handsome look. He ran his hand through his curly hair, well he did have the dark hair. Women always seemed to love the blue eyes too. He had been tall and broad shouldered but that was before he got shot and before he'd ended up in the chair. He was still fit and had some muscle on him, being behind a desk all day sucked but at least he had time to workout and shoot hoops so he hadn't turned to mush yet. This wasn't helping. He pulled at the bow tie and unbuttoned the collar of his shirt. At least he could breath now. His tux still fit which was good because it was this or his dress blues and that seemed like a serious cry for attention. The guys had been going out one by one and getting bought up. He needed to just brace himself for the worst and move past it. What the hell did it matter if nobody bid on him, their loss.
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"EDEN, YOU SAID WE WERE just going to go for a drink!"

"We are, but in here we can have a drink and ogle some man flesh too!"

"You're depraved."

"You don't know the half of it!" Eden laughed, she loved to shock her older sister.

"Evie, when was the last time you actually went on a date, forget about having sex, just a date with a man? Wait, have you decided you're into women?

"No, I still like men but I don't see its any of your business when my last date was..."

"You can't remember because you don't date, EVER! I know it is hard for you to believe but you really are a beautiful woman, even if you went through a serious ugly duckling phase. Most guys would be thrilled to have you by their side but you won't even make eye contact."

"So instead, you expect me to buy some cop? These things are always so...awkward."

"No you don't have to buy one of them, but we can look at the merchandise. Think of it as shoe shopping. You see something you like, you try it on, maybe you take it home, maybe not. Either way no harm done. Come on, it will be fun and its mostly over anyway. We'll have to sneak up toward the front. I see two seats on the side, over there."

Evie tried to calm her nerves. Nobody knew her here and where they had found seats was in the dark so most of the women couldn't even see them. She should just relax and enjoy the good looking guys on display. No matter what Eden said it wasn't like she would ever bid on any of them. She picked up the program and looked through the bios of the guys. All of them were cops, rugged macho types. She'd given up on the macho guys after high school. When she had lifted the program a slip of paper had fallen on the floor. She bent over to pick it up when the MC announced the next guy up. She banged her head on the table on the way up and it hurt like hell. She wasn't able to stop her shout in pain but she had a greater shock when she looked up on the stage.

Cam had expected crickets. Gasps of horror seemed a little much even to his way of thinking, okay maybe just one gasp of horror, but still. He narrowed his eyes trying to see the audience through the blinding stage lights. He couldn't make out any faces. He could tell the shout had come from the left side of the stage but since he couldn't see anything he just glared at all of them. The MC read his information off and started the bidding at five hundred dollars. Thank God he hadn't pulled himself back together and retied his tie because he'd be gasping for air now. He smiled his best panty melting smile, the one his sister said she wrote into all her novels. For half a second he wished she were here, she'd bail him out. What were big sisters for? Of course then she'd never let him forget it. Delia wouldn't be any different. His niece was tough as nails and under normal circumstances he loved her for it, except when she turned it on him. He had a real soft spot for the kid. The MC dropping his price down to three hundred pulled him back to reality.

He started cursing under his breath and heard rustling over where the gasp had come from. He focused all his attention on that corner of the room. He turned his chair in their direction and leaned back in what he hoped came off as an devil may care dare. He heard some frantic whispering, and a woman stand up.

"Three thousand!"

The MC croaked. "three..."

"Three THOUSAND dollars."

"Going once, twice, sold!"

What the hell had happened? One minute he wasn't going to go even at three hundred, he'd been sure of it and now he was the highest selling guy of the night. He hadn't thought about what happened next because he had figured there would be no takers. He was more than intrigued to find out about the woman would dump three grand on a date with a guy in a wheelchair.
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"DAMN EVIE, WHAT THE hell was in your drink. three grand, you probably could have gotten him for the three hundred. You made him the most expensive guy of the night." Eden watched her sister smile.

"That was the point. Come on, I need to go pay up and then get the hell out of here."

"Aren't you going to stick around and even talk to the guy? I don't get it. You pay that much money and you don't even want to date him?"

"It wasn't about the date. It was about making sure he got through the auction. I owed him one."

"Are you going to explain any of this?"

"No." Evie found the table where she needed to pay and wrote out her check ignoring the curious looks from the ladies manning the cash box. When she turned around she almost fell on top of her prize. Physically he was different than she remembered, stronger, broader. Then there was the wheelchair. Her heart broke a little for him at that, funny how it didn't seem to have changed his sex appeal one bit. His attractiveness, for her, was always about his eyes and the way he smiled. Okay, it not like she hadn't ever noticed the gorgeous body but the smile and the way it lit up his eyes was always the part that grabbed her. As if he had this wonderful secret and he was about to let you in on it. Her stomach did a flip remembering what that was like. He was smiling at her now but it was shyer more tentative.

"I owe you for saving my ego."

"No, you don't. I owed you one so we are even.

"Do I know you?"

"You don't remember me? Actually that's just as well, better actually. I have to go."

"No wait. We're supposed to make plans for the date you just bought."

"I have no intention of holding you to it. Bye Joseph." She stepped around him and disappeared into the crowd. Even if he ran over people he wouldn't be able to get near her again. He turned back to the cash table and put on his most winning smile.

"Ladies, a small favor."

Chapter Two

Cam had her name, number, and address sitting on his desk for a week. All week he thought about calling her and rejected the idea. Something told him if he called she would brush him off as she had done at the auction. It was making him crazy, she knew him and he couldn't remember her at all. They definitely hadn't dated before or after he'd been shot.

She was not his usual his type. He went for the obvious sexual heat. This Evie Tolland was much more of a slow sizzle. She wasn't curvy but what she had looked damn nice. She had worn a sleeveless dress that was cut low, so she couldn't have been wearing a bra. There was enough there to be feminine without going overboard. She had a cute butt too. Her legs were killer.

It took no imagination to come up with what it would be like to have those long strong arms and legs wrapped around him. His type or not, there was no way he'd have let a woman like that go. Her face didn't look familiar either, she was pretty but in a clean cut kind of way. She was one of those women who absolutely looked better without much makeup. He'd bet she looked best wrapped up in a sheet after having sex, all rosy and warm, her golden hair swirling around her. Okay, so yeah, he was more than interested in where she knew him from. No, the only way to make sure she couldn't ditch him, corner her on her own turf. Yeah, it was a little stalker-like but she had it coming.

The ride out to Somerville wasn't bad. The neighborhood she lived in had been industrial at some point Now it was reclaimed as artist spaces so it looked rougher than it actually was. He found her address. She lived in an old warehouse and from the sounds coming out, was torturing something in there. He banged on the door but didn't get a response, not a big surprise considering she probably couldn't hear him. He put his hand on the knob while he considered how to get in when the door opened of its own accord. Guess the fates had decided for him.

When he rolled inside he saw her, at least he thought it was her. She was wearing a respirator and googles, and had her hair covered with a bandanna. Her outfit was a far cry from what she had worn at the auction, a men's tank undershirt, huge overalls that had seen better days and construction boots. If she took off the protective head gear he'd bet she looked hot in a tomboy kinda way. She had a grinder in her hand and was moving it back and forth over a piece of stone.

"Evie!" He called out when she stepped away from where she was working.

She almost dropped the tool in her surprise. She flipped up the goggles and pulled off the respirator.

"What are you doing here? How did you get in?"

"Um, I did knock. You had left the door open. And as for why I am here, I owe you a date remember. If nothing else at least tell me where you know me from. It has been driving me crazy." She started laughing.

"I guess it would drive me crazy too. Sorry. Well you're here now, want a cup of coffee?"

"Sure." She put the grinder along with the protective gear on a bench with a bunch of other tools. Except for the marks around her eyes from where the goggles pressed against her face Cam knew he was right. She was gorgeous in a very wholesome way.

She led him through her workshop. It was 2 stories and had tons of light coming in from all the windows. The upper floor had been cut away so this side had the double height of the building. As they got to the other side of it she led him through a door to her living space. It was colorful with lots of artwork on the walls and shelves. It was a loft with exposed brick and white-washed walls. Her whole living space was open with an office set up in one corner, a free standing kitchen unit right in the middle. Seating and eating areas on the other side. Cam smiled to himself. The place was warm and inviting, was she?

"You call me Joseph, not Cam like everybody else does, so I am betting you knew me a while ago. Actually, only my grandmother still calls me Joseph but somehow I don't think you hang out with Nana."

She smiled at him and started measuring the coffee into the machine.

"Um, no, I don't hang with Nana."

"Probably for the best, she is a tough old bird and I would have good reason to be afraid of you."

"You were never afraid of anything."

"So how long ago did we know each other."

"Years and years." She turned to get the water from the tap and poured it into the coffee maker.

"School years and years ago?"

"High school"

"I was a complete asshole in high school. How could you owe me a favor worth three grand?"

"Hey, compounded interest. It adds up."

"Were we in the same year?"

"No, I was two years behind you."

"That explains it. You knew who
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