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Chapter 3 – A New Road
Working for the New York
Times, MJ Buckman goes
wherever the biggest story
takes her. But right now, it’s
her personal life that’s
feeling like front-page news.
When charismatic Afghan
vet and serving Marine
Jackson Connor turns a
friendly drink into a steamy
date, is she ready to let her
heart rule her head?

Now that was a kiss.
I pulled back from Jackson,
breathless and dizzy, only
partly aware that we were still
standing in a crowded
Manhattan street.
I brushed my hair out of my
eyes as Jackson watched me

closely, his own breathing
faster now.
“Do you want to take this
forward, MJ?” he asked, his
eyes trained on mine, those
strong muscled arms still
circling my waist.
I wanted to smile. I
shouldn’t have expected
anything other than a direct
approach from Jackson. He
didn’t play games and he said
what he wanted. It was
refreshing. Except I knew that
what he was offering was sex,
not a relationship. During our
four hours of talking, he’d
made it clear that he wasn’t a
man who did relationships.
From the sound of it, the tally
of anything he’d call serious
stood at one.
I took a step back and he
released me slowly, as if
reluctant to let me go. I
reminded myself again that I
didn’t do one-night stands
because I got involved too
easily. My stupid brain
couldn’t help equating sex
with love, even though I knew
better.
But when was the last time
the touch of a man had made
my body sing and surge, as if
electrical charges were
zapping through the air,
heating my blood, making the
hairs on my arms tingle? Only
once since high school, and
that had been a short-lived,
adrenaline-filled fuck-buddy
relationship with another

journalist when I was covering
a humanitarian crisis in
Ethiopia.
All these confusing,
contradicting thoughts rushed
through my brain in a split
second. Although I could
analyze and second-guess
forever, my gut was telling me
to take a chance. Because men
like Jackson didn’t come along
every day.
How many times had I
turned down a second date
with a New Yorker because he
spent more on manicures,
haircuts, threading and
waxing than I did? How many
times had I wanted to meet a
man who was raw and
masculine without being
arrogant?
Jack and I might not have had
the smoothest start, and it
seemed certain that the road
ahead would be bumpy, but…
“Yes,” I said, with more
assurance than I felt. “Let’s see
where this goes.”
His face relaxed into a lazy,
sexy grin.
“Can I come back to your
place?”
Oh boy, he didn’t waste
time.
I knew the drill. I’d heard it
often enough when I’d been
embedded with military teams
on an assignment: the old
adage that you never felt more
alive when you were close to
death. Men like that lived their
lives now. Waiting until

tomorrow wasn’t an option
when there might not be a
tomorrow.
Even so, I shook my head.
No. Coming back to my place
wasn’t going to work for me;
that was too personal, sharing
my space. And besides, I
preferred to finish a date … or
whatever this had become …
when I was ready, on my
terms.
“Let’s go to your hotel.”
I saw a flicker of
disappointment, but he didn’t
argue. Instead, he offered me
his arm, just an old fashioned
Southern gentleman … having
a very modern hookup.
We strolled through the
streets, the crowds of
commuters relaxing into
people out to enjoy the warm
evening of late summer.
There was no sense of
urgency in his footsteps, but I
still felt the tug of anticipation
low in my belly, and I couldn’t
help sneaking glances at his
profile. His straight nose and
strong chin, those full lips and
sharp cheekbones, the
strength of his arms and body
displayed to perfection in his
simple, unpretentious clothes:
unbranded jeans, a plain tshirt.
He caught me looking, and
winked, his fingers stroking
over my hand as he pulled me
closer so he could throw a
possessive arm around my
shoulders.

And I giggled.
Holy shit! I never giggled. A
woman of 31 shouldn’t giggle!
I was mortified. The man
reduced me to a giddy highschooler.
I braced my shoulders and
took a deep breath, pretending
to read the menu in a new
restaurant that had opened.
“You like Nepalese?”
“Sure,” I said. “I’ll eat pretty
much anything. I think I’ve
had to, at one time or another.
Even MREs, although I’m not
sure you could class them as
food.”
He laughed.
“Ain’t that the truth! Man,
some of that food, you can’t
even tell what it is. And
whoever has a bottle of hot
sauce is going to be mighty
popular.”
Jackson was so easy to talk
to. He didn’t try to impress me
with tales of valor. Instead, he
shared ordinary stories about
being deployed: the bad meals,
sandflies, porta-potties. The
heat and dust, the boredom.
Boredom that we both knew
could turn to gut-clenching
fear in a matter of seconds.
But he kept things light,
making me laugh again and
again.
Until we reached his hotel.
Then his tone turned serious.
“You can still change your
mind, MJ,” he said, staring
down into my eyes.
“I know. But I don’t want

to.”
He smiled with relief,
squeezing my fingers lightly.
“I was kinda hoping you’d
say that.”
Ignoring the revolving door
at the front of the hotel,
instead he opted to use a
smaller door, standing to one
side as I walked in, his hand at
the small of my back when he
followed.
Then he wove our fingers
together as we headed for the
elevator.
The doors slid closed
behind us and he grinned
down at me.
“An empty elevator with a
beautiful woman, it makes me
want to do bad things.”
“Such as?”
“A gentleman would never
tell.”
“Never?”
He pressed a quick kiss to
my neck, his tongue flicking
out briefly.
“No, but I sure want to
show you as soon as we get to
my room. Dammit, can this
elevator move any slower?”
“I think it’s going
backwards.”
But then there was a soft
ding and we were on the
seventh floor.
I took a deep breath and
Jackson squeezed my hand
again, a small frown on his
face.
“You doin’ okay over
there?”

“I’m fine. I haven’t changed
my mind. It’s just … I don’t
usually…” and I gestured
toward his door as he pulled
out his keycard.
The door swung open and
Jackson gave me a level look.
“I haven’t had sex in over a
year, MJ. And I was only
deployed for nine of those 12
months.”
I was taken aback, in a good
way. It wasn’t that I’d pegged
him for a player—he was too
straightforward for that—I’d
just assumed that hookups
were not unusual for him.
“You know what I thought
when I saw you in the
sandbox?” he asked.
I tilted my head to one side
as I answered.
“Something like: what the
hell is that stupid woman
doing getting herself caught up
in a riot?”
He gave a small smile.
“Even when I was worried
about getting you out in one
piece, I thought you were hot.
But when you tore a strip off of
me in the cafeteria and
showed me how much it
meant to you—reporting, that
girl, the Afghan civilians—you
were passionate and
committed. It’s easy to get
jaded out there after all the
shit you see. But you still had
ideals.”

He gave me a

sideways look. “Even if I didn’t
agree with them.”
I couldn’t help a surprised

laugh bubbling out of me.
“And then you came to our
tent and heard me mouthing
off about you … I’m sorry for
calling you a bitch.”
“You’ve already apologized
for that, Jack. I’m not going to
hold it against you.”
“I know. That’s what I
mean. I could have been on
punishment duty for a month
for saying that about you in
front of my CO, but you
pretended that you hadn’t
heard. It was really cool of
you.”
I shook my head.
“Well, I’m happy to take the
credit for that, but I wanted to
thank you. You and your men
saved my life. It was the least I
could do.”
He smiled.
“And you bought me
dinner.”
“Still not quite even for
saving my life, but it’s a start.
And anyway, as well as calling
me a bitch, you said I was
smoking hot,” I reminded him.
His smile faded.
“Damn straight. You blow
my mind, MJ.”
He reached out to cup my
face with both hands, bringing
his lips down softly on mine,
angling my head to suit the
slant of his mouth while he
kicked the door closed behind
him.
My hands looped
themselves around his waist
and he moved into my space

like it was his to own. But it
gave me access to the smooth
silk of his broad back, and my
eager hands moved upward
under his t-shirt, feeling his
muscles twitch and his skin
pebble with excitement. It
made me feel powerful and in
control, which was a complete
illusion because the man could
snap me like a twig.
Instead, his hands were
firm but gentle, one sliding to
my neck while the other pulled
me firmly against him.
I sighed with pleasure as I felt
his erection pressed against
me for the first time.
His fingers tangled in my
hair, then he wrapped the
ends around his fist and pulled
back gently, kissing down my
neck, sucking softly on the
sensitized skin.
His other hand moved up
cup my breast, his thumb
pressing through two layers of
fabric, but still able to find my
hard nipple.
My short nails scratched
down his back and he arched
into me, a soft groan of desire,
a low masculine moan rolling
up from his throat.
He opened his eyes and
stared down at me, his intense
gaze making me feel starved
for attention and suddenly
filled.
I reached up to his
shoulders again, dragging my
nails down his back, and once
again he arched like a cat,

almost purring.
Then he reached behind
and yanked his t-shirt over his
head, gripping the neck of the
material, in that way that men
and boys seem to do naturally,
the shirt all but ripping from
its rough use.
His dog tags gave a soft
chink as they landed back on
his chest. I stepped away,
taking a moment to appreciate
the artistry of his body, honed
by work, chiseled by the
boredom of deployment with
nothing to do but hours spent
burning energy in a gym.
His eyes urged me to touch
him and I was more than
happy to accept, permission to
slide my fingers over all that
golden skin.
Then I held his dog tags in
my hand, using them to pull
him toward me. He grinned,
pleased with my command.
This kiss was more urgent,
sexual, insistent, his probing
tongue a prelude to what was
to come. His hands tightened
authoritatively around my
waist, then rose upward,
taking my shirt with them.
Another soft groan escaped
when he lowered his lips to
kiss my breasts, wetting the
fabric of my bra.
I started to reach behind me
to undo it, but he stopped me.
“No, let me. I’ve been
fantasizing about this,” he
admitted.
“Really? For how long?”

“About five minutes after I
met you,” he chuckled.
“Ah, I see. Immediately
after rescuing me from a
murderous mob. Good to
know your mind was on your
work, Sarge.”
He shrugged, smiling slyly.
“I can multitask.”
I pressed my lips against his
chest, feeling the even beat of
his heart.
As I leaned forward, his deft
fingers found the catch on my
bra and snapped it open. I
shimmied out of it, and he
caught my breasts in his
hands, his head moving
between them, circling my
nipples with his warm tongue,
bringing pleasure to every part
of me.
His callused fingers took
over where his tongue left off,
and then he kissed me
thoroughly, possessively, our
tongues fighting for
dominance—a fight that I’d
ultimately lose without giving
a damn.
I’d never been with a man
like Jackson before. He was so
confidently male, so
unashamedly strong without
being brutal, although maybe
just a little rough, which I
hadn’t known I’d like.
He handled my body as
assuredly as he handled his
MK-16, almost like an
extension of himself.
And that powerful, beautiful
body was my playground. My

hands touched everywhere;
my tongue tasted all that I
could reach while we were still
partially clothed.
I could feel his hands
exploring my waistband,
tugging at the zipper.
“I have to take my shoes
off,” I muttered against his
neck, my new favorite place.
He laughed softly as he
kicked off his own sneakers
and dropped his jeans in a
second.
And I couldn’t answer the
eternal question of boxers or
briefs, because he wasn’t
wearing either.
My eyes snagged on his
cock, my hands pausing with
my pants half down, but then
something else caught my
attention and held it hostage.
White scars, like slashes of
rain marred the smoothness of
his left hip and thigh.
“Shrapnel,” he said,
answering my unspoken
question as I traced my fingers
across the ridges of shiny scar
tissue. “At least I didn’t get my
dick shot off.”
I let out a puff of air that
would have been a snort in
other circumstances—but it
just didn’t seem appropriate in
the presence of nine inches of
engorged flesh pointing in my
direction.
I let my slacks drop to the
floor, clad only in boring white
panties, mesmerized by his
body with all its beauty and all

its flaws.
From the rain burst of scars
my hand dropped lower,
running my palm across the
length of his shaft, smoothing
my thumb over the broad
crown, watching his stomach
muscles tremble as I touched
and teased and stroked.
I glanced up as he sucked in
a breath, the thick ridges of his
abdominal muscles quivering.
I had intended to lick each and
every part of that amazing
body.
The dark blue of his eyes
had become stormy, and I
sensed only his iron willpower
was holding him back at this
moment. I shivered,
wondering what Jackson
Connor unleashed would be
like. My body welcomed the
moment, but my timid heart
knew he had the power to slay
me.
He shocked me by falling to
his knees, his nose pressing
against my pubic bone as he
inhaled deeply, then pressed a
soft kiss to my damp panties.
I ran my hands over his
closely-cropped hair, his
bowed head making him seem
vulnerable.
But then he hooked his
fingers in my panties and
slowly slid them down my legs.
His eyes flared with heat and
something primitive, and then
he cupped my ass to pull be
closer so I was almost astride
his head.

I hissed and squirmed as
his tongue sank into me, but
he held me firmly even as I
lost my grip on his too-short
hair.
His tongue continued to
stroke and press and explore
until my thighs quivered and I
cried out softly.
Even as my eyelids droop, I
saw him smile with
satisfaction. Then he carried
me to the bed, positioning my
body, altering the cant of my
hips to suit himself.
A condom was in his hand,
expertly sheathing himself, a
slight tightness to his lips
giving away the fact that he
was affected by this.
As he pushed inside, he
muttered something under his
breath, but I was too
entranced to make him repeat
it, and I wasn’t sure it was for
my ears anyway.
I cried out softly as filled
my body, my knees
automatically lifting, my
ankles wrapping behind his
back, digging in with my heels
as I urged him deeper.
“Goddam, MJ,” he said
roughly.
And then he lost control.
He pounded furiously,
shaking loose the confines of
my ankles so my feet bounced
helplessly against his back and
my breasts quivered with
every thrust. My hands were
pinned by my sides in his iron
grip and the ferocity in his

gaze dried my throat. The
intensity of his gaze was
almost scary, but then he came
suddenly and unexpectedly,
hissing out his release as his
heavy body covered mine.
He swore softly and rolled
off, disengaging his still
impressive dick.
“Goddam, MJ,” he said
again, more softly. “I was
going to make that last, but
you’re too much for me,
woman.”
I laughed breathlessly.
“That was fine for me.
Damn fine, I’d say.”
He gave me a lopsided
smile.
“It’ll be better next time.”
Next time.
He pulled off the condom,
tied a knot in the end and
lazily dropped it on the floor,
grinning at the disapproval
that was probably written all
over my face.
“I’ll pick it up later,” he
said, reaching out to cup my
breast. “Promise.”
“You’d better. It must be
hard enough being the hotel
maid without … you know
what, never mind. I’m just
going to lie here in a happy
state of post-coital bliss.”
He squeezed my breast
again.
“You look beautiful, all pink
and warm. Shit, seeing you
come all over my cock was
somethin’ else.”
I hoped he couldn’t see my

cheeks growing redder from
his words, even though I liked
them a lot.
We lay in silence for a while,
but it wasn’t uncomfortable.
My fingers played with the
smattering of hair on his chest,
tugging gently.
After a while, my tongue
unglued itself from its lazy
state. I had questions.
“Jack, you said you didn’t
have sex last time you were on
leave.”
His blue eyes settled on
mine confidently.
“That’s right.”
“Why?”
He puffed out his cheeks.
“I’m not naïve enough to
think that you couldn’t have, if
you’d wanted to,” I added.
He smiled slightly.
“If I was twenty, yeah, I
won’t lie to you. I’d have been
at the beach coaxing co-eds
out of their panties.”
I laughed ruefully at the all too
probable image.
“But I’m not twenty,” he
went on. “And being with a girl
just so she can say she got laid
by a Marine, it gets old. Well,
it did for me. I just didn’t meet
anyone that special last time I
was home.” And he leveled
those honest eyes at me. “I had
to wait until I was back in the
sandbox to meet a woman who
caught my interest.”
I smiled with the pleasure of
warm satisfaction.
“What about you, MJ?

You’re in a city with eight
million folks, half of them
men. How come you don’t
have a guy?” He paused. “Or
maybe you do.”
I raised one eyebrow.
“I’ve dated, but no one
special caught my eye. I had to
wait until I was on a hot and
sweaty embedment in
Afghanistan before I met
someone I could be interested
in.”
He grinned at me.
“Could be interested?”
“Jack Connor, are you
fishing for compliments?”
“Would I catch anything if I
tried?”
“Well, I could say that you
have a beautiful dick.”
He choked on a laugh.
“Thank you, ma’am. Not a
compliment I’ll be sharing
anytime soon.”
He rolled out of the bed,
stretching languidly, that
perfectly chiseled body on
display, not a shred of
embarrassment as he walked
naked to the bathroom.
I turned onto my side to
watch my own private
floorshow. God, his butt! Two
perfect globes of muscle. It
made me want to sink my
teeth into them.
But it was cute—his ass was
paler than the rest of him.
“Not much naked
sunbathing when you were in
Afghan, Sarge?” I called after
him.

He turned and grinned,
leaning one hip against the
bathroom door.
“Usually, yes. But we had
some gals from the motor pool
in the hardback next door—the
framed tent where we sleep.
Their CO complained that she
kept gettin’ flashed, so we
were told to cover up.”
“I bet her team hated her
for that,” I teased.
“Yeah,” he agreed. “Tears at
bedtime.”
“Not binoculars?”
His eyes widened as he
pretended to look shocked.
“MJ! You tellin’ me you like
to perv on naked guys?”
I shrugged.
“It’s working out pretty well
for me right now.”
He laughed and
disappeared into the
bathroom.
I heard the sound of
running water, and a moment
later he reappeared.
“What does MJ stand for?”
he asked out of the blue.
I shook my head,
pretending to be shocked.
“Sarge! Are you telling me
that you’re the kind of man
who sleeps with a woman
before you know her name?”
He raised one eyebrow.
“Fine, don’t answer that. It
stands for Margaret Jean, but
I prefer MJ.”
He grinned.
“Suits you, Maggie.”
I winced.

“I think you have earwax.
I’m pretty sure I just said I
prefer being called MJ.”
“Yeah, but I like having a
name for you that no one else
uses—I like Maggie.”
My smile faded, and
Jackson frowned.
“What’s wrong, sugar?”
“Nothing. It’s nothing.”
“No, I said somethin’ that
upset you. If you don’t want
me to call you Maggie then I
won’t.”
He sat on the bed and
reached forward, pushing my
hair over one ear and rubbing
his thumb gently across my
cheek.
“My dad used to call me
Maggie. No one has since he
died. But it’s kind of nice to
hear it again,” I admitted.
He smiled softly and kissed
me gently.
“Thank you for sharing
that.”
I lifted a shoulder,
unwilling to confess how much
it affected me.
I laid back on the bed and
stared up at the ceiling, feeling
the mattress dip as Jackson
stretched out beside me.
Then he rolled onto his side
and pulled at my hip until we
were facing each other. And
somehow that gesture was
more intimate than when he’d
been moving inside me ten
minutes ago.
He didn’t speak for a while,
and I wondered if he was

drifting asleep. But then his
eyes opened again.
“I’ve had a really great
night,” he said, stroking one
finger along my shoulder and
arm, slowly trailing down
across my waist, until his
warm hand was resting on my
exposed thigh.
I tensed slightly, waiting for
the whole, take your time
showering before you leave
speech, or some version of it.
“Come to Scranton with me
tomorrow. Meet my buddy,
Craig. You’d like him.”
I blinked, surprised.
Wait, what?
That’s not how the script
was supposed to go.
I studied him closely,
wondering if he was simply
feeling obliged to let me down
in a more gentlemanly way
than usual, being southern
and all. But as I looked into
dark blue eyes, I saw nothing
but sincerity, as well as
something deeper—a longing,
maybe even hope that we’d
made a connection.
I smiled cautiously,
prepared to give him an out.
“He’s expecting to see you,
not some random woman you
picked up.”
Jackson frowned.
“You’re not random,
Maggie.”
Hearing him call me that
slayed me. It woke up too
many feelings, but it warmed
me through all the same.

“Then I’d love to,” I said at
last. “I’ve never been to
Scranton.”
He grinned and planted a
sweet kiss on my forehead.
“Me either.”
I was tempted to snuggle
into that amazing chest,
breathing in his warm, spicy
scent as I drifted asleep. But
I’d planned on going home.
Especially if we were going to
visit his friend tomorrow, I
needed clean clothes.
“I should go,” I sighed,
pulling away and sitting up,
enjoying the way his eyes
dropped to my chest before
returning to my face.
“Stay,” he said, sitting up
and cupping my cheek with his
hand.
“I really should get going…”
“Please,” he said softly.
Damn, those southern
manners were going to be the
death of me.
“We’ll get a cab to your
place in the morning, so you
can change your clothes and
get your female do-dads.”
I burst out laughing.
“Female do-dads? Really?”
He laughed with me.
“Isn’t that the technical
term? Dang! I must have
missed the memo.”
“Never mind, Sarge. I’ll get
you caught up with all the
new-fangled words like cell
phone and automobile.”
“Oh, you’re pretty funny!
You sure make me laugh, MJ.”

His eyes flashed wickedly,
and then he pounced, tickling
the hell out of me until I was
screaming for him to stop.
He pinned my hands to the
bed, both of us breathless. I
felt his hardness against my
belly and then his mouth was
on mine, his tongue hot and
determined as he kissed the
hell out of me.
Round two.
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USMC Sergeant Jackson Connor has
a tough job to do. He doesn't
need reporter MJ Buckman getting
in his way. But somehow, her
integrity, feisty and passionate
nature are making him crave
more.
But it's a dangerous choice for both of them.
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“I can't even describe what Jane HarveyBerrick Author has done to my emotions
tonight. Dudes. READ IT.”
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"This story shocked the hell out of me"
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“An unconventional story about love and
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“The writing was superb, sucking me in
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the ending was perfect. When I closed the
book, I didn't want it to be over. 6+
AMAZING stars”
Heavenly L

I’m not a good man.
I’m not a bad man.
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wrong choices. Who hasn’t? But the
consequences are tearing us apart.
I love two people.
I love them differently.
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Loving hurts.
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