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            Jackson

          

          4 years before the start of Sweet Revenge

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sweet Temptation is a prequel. It is not meant to be a full-length novel, but the events preceding the start of Sweet Revenge.
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        * * *

      

      I lean against the receptionist’s desk, grabbing a stray tendril of her hair and wrapping it around my finger. “Come on, Julia,” I whisper, “just let me in to see him. I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

      She peeks up at me through a thick set of fake eyelashes. The delicate sweep of her cheekbones and the perfect symmetry of her features are quite stunning. “But I’ll get in trouble. Besides, why do you need to see Mr. McCade, anyway?”

      I jut out my bottom lip in an exaggerated pout. A small sigh escapes me, adding to the overall dramatic effect. My expression is one of mock defeat, a playful way to express my disappointment. “I already told you, princess. I’m trying to get Malcolm to take on my mom’s divorce case. He turned her down a few weeks ago, but I know he can win this for her.” I’m so convincing that I almost believe my own lie.

      Julia lets out a heavy sigh and grabs my hand as she glances over her shoulder, her eyes darting around the bustling office to make sure no one is paying attention to us. “Okay. But you promise if I do this, you’ll take me on a date this weekend?”

      “Honey, I’ll take you to the moon.” My heart thuds against my ribs, its rhythm echoing like a drumbeat of triumph.

      She pulls away from me and clears her throat before picking up the phone. In her best customer service voice, she tells Malcolm McCade that Jonathan Alderman is here to see him. Julia radiates competence and poise, making me feel a hint of guilt about using her this way. She’s probably really good at her job, and my actions might get her fired.

      I toss her a wink as she responds to Malcolm with sounds of affirmation. Her delicate voice, like honey dripping over velvet, would sound sexy on the other end of a phone sex line. If she whispered in my ear that she wanted to punish me for being a bad, bad boy, I’d be hard as a rock.

      “I’ll let him in. Thank you, Mr. McCade.” Julia sets the phone down and presses a hand to her chest as she breathes a sigh of relief. “He didn’t even ask if you had a meeting. He must be in a good mood,” she smiles.

      I’m counting on every benevolent bone in his body today. “Thanks, gorgeous.”

      Julia leans forward, her slender arms crossed over the desk in front of her. A playful glint dances in her eyes as she asks, "So, about that date?" The corners of her full lips curl up into a flirtatious grin.

      “Oh, honey,” I laugh, “I’m twenty years old. You must be what, thirty? Thirty-two? Don’t you think I’m a little too young for you?”

      The smile on her face drops like a stone, and a warm rush of color floods her cheeks. “But-I thought-you said,” she starts to stutter.

      I let out a derisive click of my tongue and give her a pitying look. “You seem like a nice woman, Julia, and I’m sorry for taking advantage of your kindness.” Malcolm would never apologize, but he only makes up half my genetic code. “Think of this as a learning experience. You’ve learned not to trust young, handsome, smiling men. Stick with the boys your own age, kiddo.”

      I stroll past her and walk into Malcolm’s office. I can tell he’s wealthy by the crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling and the shine on his oversized mahogany desk.

      “Jonathan Alderman,” Malcolm greets with a smile, “I’m Malcolm McCade. My receptionist mentioned that you were here about a divorce case?” He steps around the desk with his hand out, ready to shake mine.

      I look into my father’s face for the first time and see my eyes staring back at me. My mother, Elaine, has beautiful, soulful brown eyes, but I inherited my baby blues from my dad. “Hello, Mr. McCade. A pleasure to meet you.” I take his hand, and we exchange a firm shake.

      When my mother finally caved and told me who my father was, I debated all my options. I could go on as if nothing changed, pretending that what she told me didn’t make a difference. Or I could meet my father and find out who he is. I chose the latter.

      “My name is actually Jackson Reid. I’m Elaine’s son. I’m your son.”

      I wish I had a camera. I would fork over all my hard-earned money to capture the smile fading from his face as he realizes who I am.

      “And I’m not here about a divorce. I’m here for a job. I figure it’s the least you could do after abandoning Elaine and me all those years ago.”

      The game has begun.
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      I have a secret.

      “I’m going to spend the night at Christine’s.” Kaye comes down the stairs with a backpack slung over her shoulder. “Is that okay?”

      My face falls. I was going to tell my daughter about Malcolm tonight, but it’ll have to wait. “Sure, baby. Is that okay with Caterina and Niccolo? Considering what she’s going through and all,” I trail off.

      My daughter’s best friend’s mother has stage four cancer. I looked the name up the first time Kaye told me about it. The internet said she had a 5% chance of surviving.

      Kaye shrugs her shoulders nonchalantly. “I’m sure she asked. Even if she didn’t, Cat and Nic wouldn’t care. They stay holed up in their bedroom unless Nic is making food. He's working on getting his doctorate or Ph. D. or something.”

      I feel for the Lucatello family. Or are they the Terlizzis now? I don’t remember if Caterina changed her name or not. “Is there anything I can do to help?” I offer. “Maybe make some brownies or bring some food over after my shift?”

      She shakes her head. “Chris said that Niccolo got us stuff to make our own pizzas. So we’ll probably do that. Thanks, though, Mom!” Kaye grabs a Pop-Tart and shoves it in the toaster. She taps on her phone screen while she waits for it to finish.

      The little voice in my head says that if I can’t tell her tonight, I should tell her now. I've kept this a secret long enough. “Kaye, honey,” I start, my voice wavering slightly.

      She looks up from her phone, her green eyes meeting mine. “Yeah?”

      I almost chicken out. Kaye’s always been supportive of the choices I’ve made, even when they turned out to be wrong. But I think I’ve finally gotten it right with Malcolm, and she deserves to know. “I’m… seeing someone.”

      The words drop like a bomb, detonating the air with tension. The last man I saw was Owen Clark, a man I wound up marrying. He wasn’t very nice to me or Kaye, but she never complained. She’s a good kid; she deserves a better mom than me.

      A smile spreads across Kaye’s lips, lighting up her face. “That’s great, Mom. I want you to be happy.”

      Would she feel the same way if she knew who it was? I take a deep breath and try to steady my racing heart, but it doesn’t work. “It’s Malcolm, my divorce attorney.”

      Kaye stares at me, her smile faltering as she takes it in. “Doesn’t he have a wife?” She asks tentatively.

      “Yes.” I swallow past the lump in my throat that threatens to choke me. This is the hard part. If I can convince Kaye that this will work out, I can do anything. “But he said he’s going to leave Victoria. He said they’ve been unhappy for a long time.”

      I know I sound like every other mistress before me. We all believe it when our man says he’s going to leave his cold, distant wife to be with us. Some of us get lucky, but most of us end up heartbroken and alone. And I can't shake off the nagging doubt and fear that I might end up just another failed affair.

      My daughter is a smart girl. Whatever she’s thinking, she keeps it to herself. She masks her feelings with the biggest smile she can muster and says she’s happy for me. “He seems like a nice guy.”

      I’ve seen him in the courtroom, and I’ve seen him in private. He is a nice guy.

      But even more that, he has money. I’ve been poor my entire life, working two to three jobs just to get by. I like Malcolm. I think I could even grow to love him, but I could love his wealth even more.

      I’m not a gold digger; I just want my daughter to have the things I never had. I want her to make it through high school without having a baby. I don’t want her to stress about loans for college or securing a scholarship. I could be with a man like Malcolm and do the things that Malcolm wants me to do if it means security for my daughter.

      I know Kaye doesn’t think I
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