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For those who believe love can redeem the soul.

“Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes 
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What they carried didn’t break them... it became part of how they stood.
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Visit cedarhollowpromises.com to Ask the Witness: 

Did they rise because of what they went through—or in spite of it?

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1: A Spark in Cedar Hollow

Chapter 3: A Hardened Heart

Chapter 4: A Dangerous Spark

Chapter 5: A Transformative Connection

Chapter 6: A Tangled Web

Chapter 7: A Fantasy Unraveled

Chapter 8: A Painful Letting Go

Chapter 9: A Rekindled Flame

Chapter 10: Destined Bonds and New Beginnings

Chapter 11: A Shattered Dream

Chapter 12: A Costly Mistake

Chapter 13: A Heart Laid Bare

Chapter 14: Shadows of Valor

Chapter 15: Bound by Love, Tested by Fate

Chapter 16: A Heart too Heavy

Chapter 17: Houses and Hurts

Chapter 18: Breaking Point

Chapter 19: Sanctuary and Struggle

Chapter 20: Reunion and Recovery

Chapter 21: A Decade of Love and Longing

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: A Spark in Cedar Hollow
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Summer 1992 draped Cedar Hollow in humid heaviness. The Alabama sun hung overhead like a blazing lantern, baking the quiet streets until the pavement shimmered. Cicadas buzzed in the live oaks, and the air carried a faint scent of honeysuckle.

Eighteen-year-old Malik Jordan leaned against the rusted fender of his cousin Trey’s Chevy pickup with casual authority. The truck was parked outside the tidy ranch house where Lena lived with her aunt Marla. At 6’3” and 160 pounds, Malik cut an imposing figure. The sun complemented his golden skin, and his sharp brown eyes glinted beneath a fresh high-top fade. Malik had a confident swagger that drew stares from half the town. His easy grin hinted at boyish charm, and his restless energy masked big ambitions. He had a hustler’s spirit, not yet inked with tattoos. Cedar Hollow’s slow pace felt suffocating, but today only one person held his attention: Lena.

Trey, a lanky nineteen-year-old with a ready laugh and a hearty grin, had once liked Lena. Now they were friends, and Trey had coaxed Malik into coming along for a visit. “She’s a cool girl,” Trey said, hopping down from the truck, his voice carrying over the crickets’ chirps.

Malik walked past a flowerbed of marigolds and crape myrtles toward Marla’s narrow porch. The porch was shaded by a sprawling cedar, its roots curling over the concrete like giant serpents. Inside, the scent of fresh cornbread mingled with pine cleaner as afternoon light slanted through the lace curtains.

Lena sat on the floral couch, her smooth milk-chocolate complexion glowing in the light, thick curls framed her face like a halo. At sixteen, she carried herself with unshakable poise. Her full lips curved in welcome, and her dark eyes brightened with intelligence. She greeted Trey with easy warmth and gave Malik a polite nod. She was a gracious host. Lena’s attention was on Trey, but her thoughts were with her boyfriend, Darius, away at basic training.

Trey and Lena traded stories about summer concerts and neighborhood gossip while Malik stretched out on the couch, tossing off jokes and stealing glances at Lena’s uplifted profile. Her laughter, clear and easy, set his pulse racing. She met his smiles with her own sharp wit, and for a moment he felt a spark, an electric charge in the humid air.

They said their goodbyes, and Trey and Malik departed together. After dark, Malik slipped back alone, the house bathed in porch-light haze. He found Lena sweeping the wooden porch. She paused as dust motes danced in the light.

“So,” he began, his voice low, “you and Trey... just friends now? And Darius is away in the military?” His tone was teasing, but his warm eyes held hers steady.

Lena paused, broom in one hand, the other resting on her hip. A half-smile tugged at her lips. “Yeah. Trey and I are friends. Darius, we’re good.” Her voice was calm and sure.

Malik let a slow grin spread. He lifted his chin, letting the porch light pick out the planes of his face. “I respect that, but I want you.”

She caught her breath. For a heartbeat, she said nothing, then whispered, “Really?”

She studied him, this striking stranger with a confident stance. He seemed all impulse and intensity, nothing like Trey or Darius. She lived for quiet evenings spent on new recipes and dog-eared novels, not for late-night partying. She was intrigued by him, but she couldn’t stop wondering what he wanted from her.

He ignored the question, and they talked until the night air grew thick with possibility. When Malik left, he knew he would return. Lena’s gentle strength had him hooked.

Over the next few weeks, Malik pursued her with relentless charm. He’d materialize in Marla’s driveway with soda bottles sweating in a paper bag, or wait on her porch to offer rides to the greasy spoon down the highway. They’d share fries smothered in ketchup, talk for hours, play games, listen to hip-hop beats, and dream beyond Willow County. He listened to her plans for college, nodding as though each ambition were precious. Lena felt both thrilled and unsettled by his attention. Was he drawn to her mind or her friendship, or was she merely another conquest?

Lena was drawn to Malik. He made her feel like she was the only person who mattered to him. She was also curious about the attention he paid her. Although she knew of him, she had not known him until he came to the house with Trey. She knew many girls were infatuated with him. She once half-jokingly told him that all the girls wanted him and all the men wanted to be like him. He had a commanding presence, and she basked in his company.

One sweltering July afternoon, Lena stepped outside to find Malik waiting beneath the cedar tree. High above, sunlight filtered through the humming leaves, painting dappled patterns on his broad shoulders. He moved forward with easy grace. Lena’s fingers trembled as she tucked a braid behind her ear. She swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. Three steps between them. Two. She fixed her gaze on a point just past his shoulder, afraid to meet his eyes. Her hand rose halfway between them before she caught herself and let it fall back to her side. Darius’s last letter sat folded in her back pocket, its edges softened by re-reading. Malik’s cologne, woodsy and warm, drifted between them as they stood, neither advancing nor retreating, the air thick with words neither dared speak.

She had never wanted anyone like this, not even Darius. That realization sliced through her, bright and raw, pooling low in her belly. Lena stood so still she almost trembled. The sound of the highway, the drone of insects, the earthy smell of freshly cut grass blurred around the fixed point of Malik Jordan, close enough for her to make out the faint scar under his chin and the feathery quiver of his hands. Not nerves, she thought. Something closer to hunger. That was the first time she saw him as more than a boy who liked her. She wanted him. She needed him.

Her own want was as shocking as a slap, and she was horrified by how ready her body was to give in. Just behind her ribs, a wildness kicked at its cage, promising pleasure and doom in equal measure. She breathed shallowly and glanced toward the cracked sidewalk, but Malik’s shadow lingered at her feet, merging with hers.

He tilted his head, studying the line of her jaw, and the heat in his gaze did not falter. Dizzy, Lena let her gaze drift back up until it met his. The curve of his lips was inviting, and she wondered how they would feel against hers. He knew exactly what she was thinking and wasn’t afraid of it. Her pulse throbbed at her throat, tight as piano wire. If he leaned in, she thought, she would not stop him. Not this time. She was ready to give him whatever he asked for.

A sudden, shrill honk shattered the silence, so abrupt that Lena’s heart nearly detonated. She jolted back, clutching her chest with both hands. The world snapped into sharp focus: the neighbor’s mutt barking, the rattle of a lawnmower two houses down, the tang of hot tar. She glanced around, half-expecting to see her aunt Marla watching from the window, but the curtains stayed still. She wondered if he felt it too.

Malik stepped away, running a palm along the side of his head. His jaw tightened, and he let out a low laugh. The reckless energy that tethered them deflated, leaving something heavy and raw hanging between them.

But Malik didn’t let it settle. He closed the gap, easy and unhurried, as if there were no reason to hide. “Lena,” he said, her name so soft she almost didn’t hear it. The chirping hushed for a beat, or maybe it was just her ears roaring. “I’m not good at pretending. Not with you.” He rubbed the back of his neck, sunlight flickering across the curve of his shoulder. “I tried to leave it alone, swear I did. But every time I’m near you, it’s like...” His mouth worked, searching for a word big enough, but nothing came. He shook his head, a self-mocking laugh catching in his throat. “You got me crazy. For real. I think about you at night, when I wake up, even when I’m supposed to be working at the shop. It’s not just how you look, it’s...” His voice trailed off. He stepped back suddenly, hands jammed in his pockets. “But I don’t know if this is right. Your man’s off serving, and I’m here...”

And then trouble arrived in the form of Kiki, Lena’s seventeen-year-old cousin. Kiki strode into the yard, her shadow stretching long across the grass. Malik’s eyes flicked to her, then back to Lena, something unreadable flickering across his face. Kiki wore a tight skirt that hugged her hips, her bright lipstick catching the fading light. Lena introduced Kiki to Malik, and his jaw tightened, his shoulders tensing as if he resented the interruption. Kiki stayed outside, chatting past her welcome. When she laughed, a sound that seemed to boom through the quiet evening, Malik’s expression hardened. She finally left after giving him an appreciative glance.

The following week, Kiki convinced Lena to attend a block party. Lena reluctantly agreed. When they arrived, Malik greeted her before she could fully step into the crowd. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

“What are you doing here?” Lena asked.

“I’m just hanging out,” Malik replied.

“So am I,” Lena said.

“Did you come here with Kiki?” Malik asked.

“Yes,” Lena responded.

“Oh, hell naw. Come on, let’s go,” Malik said.

“Ok, I just have to tell Kiki, but I need to use the bathroom first,” Lena said.

“You go to the bathroom, and I’ll tell Kiki you’re leaving with me. I’ll be waiting when you come out.”

After returning from the restroom, Lena watched from across the bonfire as Kiki leaned into Malik’s space, her glossed lips inches from his ear. Malik’s shoulders stiffened. When Kiki’s fingertips traced the veins on his forearm, his laugh came out too loud, half an octave higher than usual. He shifted his weight, creating a gap between them, and his eyes met Lena’s through the dancing flames. His Adam’s apple bobbed once as he swallowed hard. The bass from the speakers vibrated through the concrete beneath their feet, masking whatever Kiki whispered next.

Later, beneath Marla’s porch light, his face half-shadowed, jaw clenched tight enough that a muscle jumped beneath his skin. “Your cousin,” he said, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper, “was all over me.” His eyes locked on Lena’s, burning with an intensity that made her step back. “Touching me. Saying things.” He slammed his fist against the porch railing, making the wood shudder. “I shut it down. Hard. You’re the only one I want.”

The next day, Lena confronted Kiki beneath the cedar tree, her fingernails digging half-moons into her palms. “What game are you playing? Malik told me you wanted him.”

Kiki’s eyes flashed with contempt before she masked it with a giggle, tossing those curls that Lena suddenly wanted to yank. “Oh, please, I had three wine coolers. You gonna crucify me for brushing up against your little boyfriend?”

The word “boyfriend” hung between them like a lit match. Lena swallowed the acid rising in her throat and chose to believe Malik’s version, the desperate grip of his hands on her shoulders, the raw plea in his eyes. She also believed Kiki because she was family. She told herself it was a misunderstanding. Lena buried her doubts deep, where desire for Malik pulsed like something alive, and their courtship burned hotter: whispered promises beneath the oak, his teeth grazing her earlobe, the summer air electric with what they hadn’t yet done but would soon.

But in Cedar Hollow, gossip was a wildfire. By August, Tanisha cornered Lena at the local Piggly Wiggly, her voice dropping to a whisper between the cereal boxes. “Saw Kiki and your boy leaving the bonfire last Friday while you were at your grandma’s. His car didn’t move from behind the old mill till sunrise.” Lena’s shopping basket clattered to the linoleum. Milk splashed over her sandals, cold between her toes. Determined not to overreact, Lena stayed silent. What could she say? She and Darius were still officially together, and she was getting to know Malik. But that justification didn’t stop her chest from hurting.

That night, she tore the pressed flower from Malik’s last note into confetti, watching it scatter across her bedspread like ash. Her fingers traced the silver abstinence ring Darius had given her before he left, twisting it three full turns. In the bathroom mirror, her reflection stared back, hollow-eyed, as she pictured Kiki’s lipstick smudges on Malik’s neck and her cousin’s laughter echoing through the mill’s empty rooms. As anger and betrayal took root, she decided to get answers.

Lena’s hands shook so badly she misdialed twice before the call connected. “I need to see you. Now.” When Malik arrived, she couldn’t wait. She flew down the steps and shoved him hard against the porch column. “You screwed my cousin?” The words tore from her throat, raw with pain. The evening light caught the sweat beading on his temple.

Malik’s face crumpled. His mouth opened, closed, then opened again. “Baby, I...” He reached for her wrist, but she yanked away as if his touch were acid.

“Don’t!” The single syllable cracked between them. A tear escaped, but Lena wiped it away so hard her cheek bruised. “How could you? You know what kind of person she is,” she said, not expecting an answer. Her voice dropped beneath the pain to something dangerous, something final. “We’re so done.” With that, she turned her back and ran into the house.

His silence was the only answer. That summer ended in bitterness. Lena threw herself into school and deepened her bond with Darius, determined to heal. Malik drifted into an affair with Kiki, their encounters casual and fleeting until his restless spirit pulled him toward the next girl in Cedar Hollow. Lena and Malik's paths diverged, their brief, stormy summer folding into memory like a crumpled photograph, its edges fading.
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Chapter 2: A Fight to Hold On
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Over the years, Lena’s spirit grew as unshakable as an ancient oak, steady through every gale. During her senior year of high school, she won a prestigious presidential scholarship and stepped onto campus with wide-eyed ambition. By the time she graduated summa cum laude in computer science, people spoke of her brilliance as though it had been destined all along.

She plunged into IT, following Darius from one military base to the next, their lives stitched together by years of movement and compromise. Along the way, they married and welcomed two children, Asia and DJ, who became the center of her world. When war wounds forced Darius into medical retirement, his pension came like a trickle of gold—steady, but never quite enough. So they returned to Cedar Hollow and moved into his childhood home, where Lena spent weekends sanding floors and choosing paint swatches, determined to build a refuge of safety.

But the promise of stability slipped through her fingers. Each morning, Lena battled to hold the fragments of her family in place while Darius drifted behind an invisible wall of PTSD, his face as unreadable as stone, his voice flat until anger flared in sudden, terrifying storms. He believed loyalty and provision were the measure of a good husband and father, but his silence and harsh temper only widened the chasm between them.

One afternoon, Darius was driving the family to a local restaurant when DJ, a toddler, stumbled toward Lena in the SUV, tears streaming down
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