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CHAPTER ONE

Ginny

C all me. Now!!!! 
My heart races—no, it pounds—as soon as I notice 
that message. My stomach tightens, and a wave of 

nausea rises, forming a thick lump in my throat. Despite wiping 
my clammy palms on my jeans, they still feel damp, a sign of my 
spiraling anxiety. I try to take a long, deep breath, but the nausea 
only worsens, aggravated by the smell of grease and coffee that 
fills this diner west of Oklahoma City. 

Under normal circumstances, the signature aroma would 
have had the opposite effect on me. It would have wrapped me 
in a warm blanket of tender memories. My grandmother and I 
visited a place like this every Saturday morning, a standing date. 
While devouring biscuits and gravy, I’d gab between bites about 
the silliness only a child would find important. 

“Oh my. Now, that is a story, Ginny Carmichael,” she would 
say, her blue eyes shining, the color of a robin’s egg. “You are my 
sunshine.” 
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If only I could go back in time to those sunlit mornings.
I clench my fist, willing myself to breathe deeply, to stay 

calm. But the positive self-talk feels like a lie. Jacob Hudson—my 
fiancé, who has money and powerful connections—is probably 
the reason for that unwanted text from Melinda Anderson, one 
of the few people I can trust. The image of him combing every 
street, interrogating every passerby to find me won’t go away. 
I glance over my shoulder, half expecting to see him lurking 
around the corner. How naïve I must seem, clinging to the hope 
that I can escape him.

I glance at my baby, Laurel. She’s nestled against me, her tiny 
fingers curling around the bottle. Her rhythmic suckling soothes 
my frayed nerves, but the sensation doesn’t last. Thoughts return 
to Jacob and how he might explain my sudden disappearance 
from the pristine illusion he’s built—the one where he plays the 
devoted husband and father, who must protect me, his fragile 
and broken wife, from even myself.

Hard to say.
But count on a lie.
He lies about everything.
Laurel, my sweet innocent Laurel, may be his daughter, but 

I most certainly am not his wife.
Three days ago, I felt a flicker of optimism. I began to believe 

that I could create a new life for myself, far from the prison that 
my life had become in Atlanta—trapped, living with Jacob in 
his lavish house in the posh neighborhood, initially deluded by 
his empty promises of marriage. I shudder at my mistakes.

Then, that hope grew stronger, unshakable, when I stopped 
for a refill at a gas station on the outskirts of Tupelo, Mississippi. 
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SECOND CHANCE HIGHWAY

Running on adrenaline, caffeine, and little else, I spotted a 
white-clapboard church across the street. It beckoned me inside. 
Only then, sitting in a pew polished smooth by decades of use, 
did the tension in my neck and shoulders begin to unravel. I 
laughed out loud, surprising myself.

Thank you, sweet Jesus. I can do this.
I strapped Laurel into her car seat, and I continued the 

journey, barreling past Memphis and Little Rock. Not even 
a tropical storm could diminish my resolve. I drove through 
the cloud-cloaked Ozarks, past wrecks and ambulances, until 
I reached Oklahoma and spotted the multistory Cherokee 
Casino and Hotel, which rose from the ground like a mythical 
phoenix.

Yes, the old me could die, and a new Ginny could rise from 
the ashes.

But that was then, and this is now. Sitting in this booth, 
numbed and in disbelief, I pick up my coffee, only to realize that 
I’ve already drained the cup, my eyes then falling on a turquoise-
colored memory bracelet dangling from my wrist, a gift from 
TC Chaver, my dearest friend—a man I could’ve fallen for if 
I hadn’t been so blind. His gift of gab was just one of the traits 
that drew me to him when we met by chance at an outdoor mu-
sic festival one year ago. 

I still haven’t processed the extent of my loss.
The night before I packed my stuff and fled Georgia, he 

came to visit me in an otherworldly encounter that no one 
would believe. As the sun had begun to set, he caught me 
staggering around my bedroom drunk, planning ways to free 
myself of Jacob’s torment. Of course, he’d been shocked at the 
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state I was in. He was the fun-loving, free-spirited party boy 
known for over-imbibing.

I was not. 
However, despite my impaired thinking three nights ago, 

TC’s message resonated with me. Light began to penetrate the 
dark corners of my mind. TC was spot on; I would never find 
true peace until I recognized my value and buried the hurts 
and grudges that had led me to get involved with Jacob in 
the first place. The first step—TC insisted in his effusive and 
straightforward manner—was to leave Jacob. He understood 
my predicament and had experience with people like him.

In all fairness, my relationship with Jacob hadn’t been all 
bad, and it didn’t become toxic overnight. Always cautious of 
others, I initially approached him with care. He called me daily, 
asked me out on dates, and showered me with gifts and sweet 
words. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. Over time, my resis-
tance faded, and I became more confident in my exalted position 
at the center of his universe. Nothing seemed too good for me. I 
fell in love with him, believing his promise to marry me.

Now, I sit fearful and alone inside a roadside diner, wondering 
what he’ll do next.

Everything feels impossible.
The diner’s only visible waitress is an older, heavyset woman 

with a frizzy halo of steel-gray hair. Crow’s feet appear at the cor-
ners of her eyes, and reading glasses dangle from a rhinestone 
lanyard hanging around her neck. An embroidered Oralyn over 
her right breast pocket tells me her name. She delivers my scram-
bled eggs, hash browns, and toast, and spots my empty coffee cup.

“Want a refill, honey?”
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I nod.
“Okeydokey. Back in a jiffy.”
I glance at Laurel, the only positive from my hellish 

relationship with Jacob. “What would I do without you, sweet 
pea?” My Southern accent doesn’t turn heads here, just hours 
from Texas. And that’s my hope. Keeping a low profile seems 
important, as that text might suggest.

Laurel smiles around her bottle, her blonde hair sticking 
up in all directions, as milk dribbles down her chin. I pull the 
bottle from her mouth and grab the paper napkin next to my 
untouched plate. Her happy kicks stop, and her dimpled hands 
twirl around her downturned mouth.

“Slow down, baby girl.” I dab her face and reinsert the nipple 
before she can squawk, unaware that the waitress, Oralyn, has 
returned with a pot of coffee.

“Honey, what’s wrong? You haven’t touched your breakfast.” 
She peers into my face, frowning, perhaps wondering why I’d let 
a perfectly fine breakfast congeal on the plate. Her weight shifts 
from one foot to the other, and she winces.

“Oh.” My eyes swivel to the plate and then back to her. I 
offer a tiny smile as butterflies flutter about my empty stomach. 
“Nothing—”

“Well, you aren’t fooling me. You look like you’re fixin’ to 
die, and then what would this little girl do?” She leans over 
and caresses Laurel’s cheek. “My goodness, she’s pretty. Favors 
you.” She straightens, ready to say something else, but another 
customer interrupts, asking for a refill. She nods, then limps off 
toward the counter, the soles of her sneakers squeaking against 
the diner’s checkered floor.
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Am I that obvious?
Her observations are correct. I do feel like I’m fixin’ to die. 

Furthermore, Laurel could be my clone, which means my angel 
baby resembles my mother. Blonde hair and blue eyes run in 
our blood, overriding the genetic contributions of the men who 
fathered our children. 

Poor taste in men runs in our blood, too.
Before launching this half-baked journey across the South, 

before collecting our belongings and scrubbing away any 
evidence of my existence in Jacob’s world, I made Mom the end 
point in my journey. As TC made clear, her absence in my life 
was the root of my issues. “Forgive her,” he advised when he 
came to me. The cycles of dysfunction that had nearly shattered 
me needed to end—for my sake and Laurel’s. This process would 
begin with an unannounced visit to my mother.

Mom lives in Las Vegas, but that’s all I know. In my frenzy 
to disappear before losing my nerve, I’d forgotten to call Aunt 
Adele, my mother’s estranged sister, to see if she had Mom’s 
contact information.

Now I’m not sure about anything.
My phone is within reach next to the plate of untouched 

eggs. I should respond to the text, but I can’t bear the truth. My 
happy bubble had kept me aloft over uncertain terrain for the 
past three days. Even with countless unknowns in front of us, 
I felt joy. Real joy. Freedom. And now, I’m afraid of proof that, 
despite my best efforts, Jacob won’t let me go. He plays a game 
of cat and mouse, making sure he never loses.

* * *
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