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Prologue
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Three Months Ago

Clutching her diploma, Bella emerged from the West Virginia University Register's Office feeling like a warrior who had just won a battle. Five years of hard work while balancing part-time jobs had finally culminated in this moment―a moment that would open new doors.

Bella was a stunning sight. Her hair shimmered in the sunlight like a pool of gold, spilling over her shoulders. Her green eyes were almond-shaped. Her cheeks had a gentle flush that highlighted her high cheekbones. She wasn't tall, but her curves exuded a soft allure.

The spring sun draped the Morgantown streets in a warm glow as Bella drove back to her apartment, her mind weaving plans for the future. She knew she had to start looking for a job soon, but before that, she wanted to celebrate this special moment with her boyfriend John. The thought brought a smile to her face.

She fumbled with her keys at the entrance of her fourth-floor walk-up. The door creaked as she pushed it open. She entered, placing her diploma on the small table by the door. The apartment was dimly lit. A low murmur of voices reached her from the living room. Her heart fluttered. John must have come over to surprise her.

She padded softly across the room, her boots clicking lightly against the hardwood floor. Her excitement, however, came to a screeching halt as she turned the corner.

In the dim light, on the very couch where they'd shared countless movie nights, John and Melissa, her roommate, were tangled together on the couch. Their limbs flailed wildly as they moved to their rhythm, their mouths in a heated kiss.

Bella felt a sickening lurch in her stomach. Time seemed to slow as she registered the scene―the wine bottle on the coffee table, the scattered clothes, and the way John's hands gripped Melissa's hips. Her vision blurred as tears welled up in her eyes.

"No..." she whispered, the word slipping out before she could contain it.

John and Melissa snapped their heads towards her. Their eyes widened with shock, guilt etched on their faces.

"Bella...I," John began, stumbling off the couch, disentangling himself from Melissa.

Bella held her hand up, silencing him. She looked at Melissa, her face pale. "And you...you were supposed to be my friend." Her voice trembled.

Melissa's gaze dropped to the floor, her voice barely a whisper, "Bella, I...we didn't mean—"

The apologies died in the air as Bella raised her hand again, her chest heaving. She swiped at the tears streaking down her cheeks, her heart pounding in her chest.

"Don't," she spat out, her voice sharp. "Don't you dare say you didn't mean it."

John reached out, attempting to close the space between them. "Bella, let me explain—"

But she recoiled, the sight of him now repulsive. "Explain? No, John. You've said enough. Shown enough." Her voice was ice-cold, but inside, she felt the full weight of their betrayal.

"I want both of you out of my apartment."

She cast a last, hurt-filled glance at the two people she'd trusted most, then turned, grabbing her diploma. With every ounce of dignity she could muster, she walked out, the sound of her name being called echoing behind her in the empty hallway.

Tears streamed down Bella's cheeks and her heart ached, but she didn't stop. She wouldn't give them the satisfaction. 
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The sun beamed down on the Morrow Mansion, in Southampton, New York. Its French windows opened up to the breathtaking ocean views and salty air. Vines were carefully cultivated around the veranda’s edges, covering it in a layer of green. Right beside the mansion was an azure infinity pool that blended seamlessly with the sea and sky.

A velvety lawn led from the manor down to a white-sand beach. A wooden path, decorated with shells, meandered through the foliage right to the shore.

The mansion was usually filled with sunlight that poured in through its grand bay windows. However, it had been six months since the tragic accident that changed everything. Now, the majestic home only felt hollow and desolate. 

Sean Morrow, who was thirty-five but seemed much older, strode into the kitchen. Standing at 6'1", he had a strong build, indicative of someone who had built empires with his sweat. His jawline and chin were angled, giving him an attractive yet rugged look. His blue weary eyes scanned the room.

In the corner, beneath a colorful stained-glass window was a large, sturdy oak table. Breakfast had just arrived from a nearby restaurant: croissants with a golden crust, berries bursting with juice, scrambled eggs cooked to perfection with herbs and smoked salmon, pancakes topped with syrup, and an array of cheese creations.

“Good morning!” Sean said to his three children sitting at the table.

“Morning, Dad,” Sophia, the oldest, replied without looking away from her phone.

Andrew glanced up at him before returning his attention to the plate of scrambled eggs and pancakes in front of him.

“Good morning, Daddy,” Eliza, his youngest, piped up. “I don’t want this breakfast.”

“What would you like honey?” Sean asked.

“I want apple pie!” Eliza declared.

“You eat apple pie every day!” Sophia rolled her eyes. “You're so silly.”

"No, you're silly!" Eliza fired back. Pint-sized fists clenching a silver spoon, she banged it on the table, each clink reverberating through the room. “I want apple pie!” Tears of frustration welled up in her eyes, threatening to spill down her chubby cheeks at any moment.

Sean released a heavy sigh, his fingers sinking into his tussled hair. Although it had been six months since his wife's death, the aftermath was still hitting them hard. He was struggling to cope with grief while raising their three children who were dealing with their sense of loss. With no real experience in parenting, and coming from a world where he was comfortable navigating boardrooms, not households, these last few months had taken an unbearable toll on Sean and his family. The mansion was filled with silence instead of laughter, tension replaced joy, and loneliness lingered like a ghost.

“Eliza, what’s the matter?” Sean’s sister, Sarah, walked into the kitchen. She was five years Sean’s junior and was almost as tall as her brother. Her slim build was not an outcome of rigorous exercise, but her energetic lifestyle and her love for all things natural. Sarah had stepped in to help take care of the kids for the last six months. 

“We will have apple pie tomorrow. How about some milk shake for you?” Sarah caressed Eliza’s hair to calm her. Eliza nodded. “Thank you, auntie.”

"Sean, you need to hire a nanny," Sarah said, as she walked toward the fridge to look for the ingredients to make a banana milkshake. 

"I don't need a stranger raising my kids, Sarah," he replied, frowning. It was an argument they'd had many times before.

"What they need is a stable routine, someone to take care of their needs so you can focus on your business. You can't do this alone, Sean," she said softly, her tone gentle yet firm.

“I don’t think I am ready,” he said.

“It has been six months, Sean. This family is falling apart. You need to think for the kids. Hire someone to help you. By the way, I’m reaching a breaking point. Tom is not happy.” Tom was Sarah’s fiancé.

“Thank you, Sarah, for pitching in and helping us. I know we can't ask much more of you. I spoke with Tom the other day and expressed my regret for putting you in this situation. If he'd like, perhaps he can stay with us for some time. There are plenty of rooms to choose from.”

“Tom won’t stay here. You know he likes Manhattan and his own place,” Sarah said.

Sean sighed deeply, looking at his three children. He knew Sarah was right. His children needed more attention and care.

“Dad, my friend Emily invited me to her birthday party tonight. Can I go?” Sophia looked up from her phone and asked.

“I’m afraid not. I will come home late tonight.”

“Can Victor drive me there?” Victor was Sean’s drive.

“No. Victor is an employee whose job is to transport me anywhere I need to go. He can’t babysit you. More importantly, Sophia, you know the rules. Only family can chaperone you and your brother and sister. It’s for our privacy and safety,” Sean said. “Sarah, do you have time tonight?” 

“I don’t have time tonight. Tom and I are going out,” Sarah answered.

“Mom let me go to parties whenever I wanted, but now I don't get to go anywhere!” Sophia yelled and then dashed off to her room.

What a way to start the day, Sean thought to himself.

"Sarah, Maybe... Maybe you're right. Let’s hire a nanny and see what happens. But I don't even know where to start looking," Sean said, his voice heavy.

"Let me handle this,” Sarah offered. “I'll talk to HR about placing Ads on LinkedIn and other job search websites, and ask our neighbors and friends for any suggestions they may have.”

"Alright," Sean finally conceded, "We'll try it your way."

A soft smile spread across Sarah's face, "I know this is hard for you, Sean, but trust me, it'll be for the best."

Sarah always had a way of calming Sean’s nerves, her optimism acting as a beacon in his fog of uncertainty. 

"Alright, kids," Sean said, putting on his best attempt at a fatherly smile, "We're going to hire a nanny."

Andrew just shrugged and continued his breakfast.

“What is a nanny?” Eliza asked.

“A nanny is someone who looks after you every day,” Sarah grinned and tapped her nose lightly.
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Bella sat alone in her apartment, staring at the freshly polished glass of her diploma, the golden seal of West Virginia University gleaming at her. The vacant spot on the wall next to it reminded her of the life she had planned―a life with John.

Bella and John were both just beginning their college experience at WVU when they met in a shared calculus course. Bella was studying psychology to become a teacher, while John had his heart set on a mechanical engineering degree that would one day lead him to build bridges. Their friendship gradually blossomed into a romantic relationship, and soon they found themselves dreaming of the future―a cozy house in the suburbs, with a white picket fence to protect it, where Bella would teach at the local school while John designed the city's structures that connected people.

At first, John's occasional beers with friends seemed harmless. But what had started as an occasional occurrence slowly grew out of control and became an addiction. Bella, still smitten by love, chose to ignore the danger signs―thinking it would all pass soon enough. But it was a cancer in their relationship that wouldn't go away without treatment. 

When she caught John cheating with Melissa, trust was destroyed and there could be no going back. Despite his desperate pleas for forgiveness, Bella couldn't overlook his actions. The dreams they had built together were like cobwebs now, suffocating her. It wasn't just the betrayal that hurt; it was also
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