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Chapter 1




Annie Walsh sensed something was off as soon as Scott came in. He held just one red rose instead of the dozen he usually brought her every Valentine’s Day for the last three years. His shoulders were slumped, and he avoided her gaze. 

She spent the afternoon making his favorite meal: pot roast with carrots and potatoes, using the recipe his mother taught her when they first talked about marriage. The apartment smelled like home and the life they shared. She set the table with their best dishes, the ones they bought last spring after joining their finances. Two wine glasses, cloth napkins, and candles she had saved for something special completed the setting.

It was Valentine’s Day—their day. Three years ago, he first told her he loved her on this date.

"We need to talk," Scott said. He put the rose on the counter. It sat between them, as bright and stark as a warning light. It should have had one of those flashing "warning" signs on it. Instead, it just had a few fresh green leaves and no thorns. 

Annie touched her head where the scar was hidden under her hair. It had been six months since her surgery, six months since doctors removed the tumor that nearly killed her, removed a bit of her skull, and later put it back in place. Now she still had a dent in her skull, also hidden by her carefully placed hair. Scott had been there for every appointment, every treatment, and every scary moment when her future was uncertain. He slept in a chair by her hospital bed, drove her to early morning radiation, and held her hair back when she was sick.

He promised her they would get through it together.

"Is it back?" she whispered. "Did the doctor call you?" Her voice came out thin and scared. The fear was always there, just below the surface. Waiting.

"No, Annie, you’re fine. It’s not that." He ran his hand through his hair, something she recognized as a sign he was uneasy. "I met someone." They sat there as she tried to take in the words that hung in the air like smoke. Annie turned off the stove. The pot roast could wait. Everything could wait while she tried to understand what he was saying. Her brain felt foggy, like it had in the weeks after surgery when the simplest thoughts took effort.

"Her name is Brittany. We met at the office three months ago. I didn’t mean for it to happen." He spoke quickly, the words spilling out. "It just did. And I can’t keep lying to you. You deserve better."

"Three months." Annie’s voice sounded distant, almost like it belonged to someone else. "You’ve been seeing someone else for three months. While I was recovering. While I was still sick."

"You weren’t sick. You were fine. The surgery was successful." He said it as if that made everything okay, as if she hadn’t been scared every day that the tumor would return. As if the fatigue, headaches, and anxiety didn’t matter.

"I’m getting married, Annie. Next month. I wanted you to hear it from me, not from Facebook or someone at work. I owed you that much."

The room seemed to spin. Annie held onto the counter. She had survived brain surgery, six weeks of radiation, months of recovery, and the constant fear inside her. She made it through because Scott was there, because he promised they’d get through it together, and because he always said he wasn’t leaving.

"What about our accounts?" she asked. "The savings. The retirement fund. We put everything together." The practical question came out automatically as her mind searched for something steady.

"My lawyer will send you paperwork. We’ll split it fairly." Scott picked up the rose and offered it to her. "I’m sorry, Annie. I really am. But I have to do this. I have to follow my heart."

She didn’t take the rose. She watched him set it back on the counter, then turn and walk to the door. He paused with his hand on the doorknob, as if he might say more, but he remained silent. What more could he say? The betrayal was too much to put into words. Everything was crashing around her and she wanted desperately to believe this was some kind of nightmare she was having.

"I’ll be back tomorrow to get my things," he said. "Maybe it’s better if you’re not here. It’ll be easier for both of us." Better? How could anything now be better, whether she was in the apartment or not when he came?

The door closed behind him. Annie stood alone in the kitchen. The pot roast was getting cold, the rose was wilting on the counter, and the candles remained unlit. Somewhere in the building, maybe even nearby, Scott was texting Brittany to say it was over. He was free, and they could begin their life together.

Annie sat down on the kitchen floor, the cold tile pressing against her legs. She touched her head again, feeling the scar that reminded her she had nearly died. She fought hard to survive—through fear, pain, and treatments that sometimes made her wish she could just sleep forever.

She fought because she had Scott, because they had a future together, and because she believed love could conquer anything, even brain tumors.

Now, she wasn’t sure why anymore.








