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The Hands That Once Held Me is a powerful journey through heartbreak, healing, and hidden betrayals.

At its center stands Ashlee Chanel a woman whose strength has been tested time and again by love lost, family fractures, and the darkness of past trauma. Just as she begins to rebuild her life with newfound purpose and passion, secrets from those she once trusted threaten to untangle everything she’s worked for.

This story reaches beyond survival it’s about reclaiming identity, confronting generational pain, and rising from the ashes of manipulation with grace. As Ashlee fights to protect her business, her heart, and her peace, she learns that even the hands that once held you with care can grow cold with deceit.

Blending emotional depth, raw truth, and unexpected twists, The Hands That Once Held Me is a gripping tale of transformation and the unbreakable spirit of a woman determined to write her own ending.
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Shattered Innocence

“Why me, God?” The words trembled from my lips not as a question of despair, but as a plea for strength. My voice cracked beneath the weight of my emotions as I collapsed onto the bed, tears spilling freely while I prayed aloud. Though distance had freed me from his grasp, the echoes of my past still haunted me. The scars weren’t just memories; they were reminders of a storm I had survived by grace alone.

I had followed your path, God. I did everything you asked of me. And still, I kept finding myself drawn to the wrong kind of love, the kind that wounds instead of heals. I became entangled with a man who was manipulative, abusive, and cruel in every way: physically, mentally, and verbally. I could recount the endless horrors he put me through, but I clung instead to one truth I am free now.

Jonah and I had known each other since sixth grade, but our romantic involvement began in high school. Back then, I was secretly seeing an older guy named Jermaine, which caused tension between them. My feelings for Jermaine ran deep, but my love for Jonah consumed me. What started as pure affection slowly twisted into control a prison built from charm and fear.

At first, Jonah was everything I thought love should be. He walked me to class, held my hand, showered me with gifts, and made me believe our future was certain. I imagined us married by twenty-one, building a life together. But his jealousy grew like a shadow long and suffocating. He isolated me from everyone except my grandmother and best friend, Katlin.

His possessiveness deepened after he dropped out of school and convinced me to move in with him during my junior year. I quit school, believing his promises of forever. But the moment I did, his true nature revealed itself.

One day, his phone rang. I answered without thinking and a woman’s voice, dripping with attitude, greeted me.

“Who is this?” I asked.

“It’s Sadie his girlfriend. I’m calling to tell him I’m pregnant. And you must be Ashlee Chanel, right?”

Her words hit like a storm. I hung up, my chest tight with betrayal, and confronted Jonah that night. He laughed, denied it, then raged when I stood my ground. His fist connected with my face the first time he’d ever truly hit me there. I realized in that moment the man I loved would rather destroy me than lose control over me.

That night, I ran. Katlin came to my rescue, and I never looked back. She and my grandmother sheltered me while I healed, inside and out. My family embraced me with love, their concern drowning out judgment. It was in that breakthrough season that I began to rebuild.

Weeks turned into months. Jonah’s calls turned to threats, but I ignored them all. I went out, laughed, and learned to breathe again. Then one afternoon, as I was walking to apply for a job, a black car rolled up beside me Jonah behind the wheel.

He demanded answers, hurled accusations, and when I refused to yield, his rage exploded again. I escaped midride, rolling from the car and running until I reached a busy street where a stranger helped me. The police were called, and that time, I pressed charges.

Months later, I learned Jonah and Sadie had fled town with their baby. And for the first time in years, I was truly free.

I carried my scars like scripture not as reminders of pain, but of purpose. Every wound had become a testament to survival, to faith, and to the unshakable truth that God never leaves us, even when love does.
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New Beginnings, Old Ghosts

At first, the silence in my grandmother’s house felt suffocating. I had been so used to chaos that I didn’t know what to do with peace. But slowly, I began to fill the quiet with little acts of selfcare. I started writing again, pouring out my thoughts onto the page and releasing the pain I had been carrying for so long. I began taking walks, letting the fresh air fill my lungs and clear my mind. With each passing day, I felt a little bit stronger, a little more like me. My mornings with Grandma were sacred. Every day after breakfast, we’d sit on the porch, sipping coffee as the sun began to rise.

“Ashlee,” she’d say, turning her wise eyes toward me, “you’ve been through hell, but you’ve also got the strength to climb out. You aren’t made for that kind of life.” She always had a way of grounding me, reminding me of the faith I had lost somewhere along the way.

I miss her so much today, but I’m thankful that I met Joel, and she loved him for me. Joel and I have been together for going on two years now, having met him a year after I escaped the clutches of my deranged ex-boyfriend, Jonah. Just the thought of Jonah’s name made my blood boil, but I refused to let his memory tarnish the happiness I had found.

"Hey, Love! How’s your day going?" I said excitedly into Joel’s ear as our lines connected.

“It’s going great. I just finished my morning run, need to jump in the shower, and then head down to the office for a meeting. How’s your day going, Sweet Love?” Joel replied, his voice slightly out of breath.

“Awesome. I just got home from All Purpose. I met with the contractors and the interior designer to approve payments for the rest of the work. This grand opening is going to be a huge hit!” I replied, excitement bubbling in my voice. For the past year, I’d been tearing through the streets of my hometown, tirelessly working to start my own company and break free from the nine to five grind. After countless trials and errors, location hunting, securing bank loans, navigating endless permits, my hard work had finally paid off. The grand opening of my restaurant, night lounge, and strip club are just days away. Everything was lined up, from drinks to food to a variety of entertainers. I’m so grateful for Joel; he’s been my biggest help and support.

“Are you still there, Sweet Love?” Joel’s question snapped me out of my daydream.

“Yes, Love, I’m here. You know how I get at the thought of my newfound accomplishments.”

The mere idea of my achievements sent me into a daydream, a place where all my hard work and determination had transformed into something truly magical.

“Yes, I know, and I’m so proud of you. I’m still coming by tonight, so save some of that excitement and energy for me.”

“You know I’ve got you, Love.”

“We’re also still going to Bread Winners tomorrow evening. I know how much my spoiled brat loves her Bread Winners, and we still need to celebrate your new accomplishment,” Joel teased, his voice filled with affection.

I couldn’t help but seductively lick my lips at the thought of the delicious strawberry cream cheese bagels and cinnamon rolls they sell there. Bread Winners’ food was always rich and mouthwatering. “Okay, I actually forgot about that, but I’ll definitely remember tomorrow.”

“I know you will, little greedy. Hahaha,” Joel chuckled, his laughter infectious.

“Not funny,” I replied, a chuckle escaping at his playful tease.

“I’m sorry, Sweet Love. You’re not greedy. You just love to eat. Well, I must get in the shower. I don’t want to be late for this meeting. See you tonight, Sweet Love.”

"Okay, Love. I love you and will see you later."

"I love you too, Sweet Lady," Joel replied gently before we hung up. I went into my room, changed out of my clothes, and lay down from the tiredness I felt after getting up earlier than usual. I lay there with the TV off, my thoughts flowing.

Joel is a breath of fresh air in my life. He respects my boundaries and treats me with kindness and care. He is my Gold Plus package deal, balancing his personal life and business responsibilities with grace. Most importantly, he has never abused me, a quality that has set him head and shoulders above my experience with Jonah.

Nevertheless, despite the deep affection and mutual respect we hold for each other, Joel has undergone a significant transformation over the past few months. I moved in with him until the renovations at my grandmother’s home were complete. His physical appearance fluctuated, and he grew increasingly distant, missing more of my calls and showing heightened irritability. For the past couple of weeks, his mood seemed to improve, but I believed it was because I had moved out. Although he acted like he didn’t take my decision to move out lightly, he eventually accepted it as the right choice. However, just the other day, he abruptly canceled our planned date, leaving me alone in a fancy restaurant, surrounded by the laughter of other diners. Minutes turned into an hour, and as I finished my meal, an empty wine bottle became my sole companion.

I had tried the submissive housewife role before, a role that nearly cost me my life at the hands of a man who was supposed to protect me. But I had learned my lesson. I refused to let anyone take away my independence or my newfound strength. The feeling of abandonment gnawed at my heart, but I was not willing to let Joel’s actions define my worth. I had dealt with abandonment from my mother, so I knew how to fight that feeling.

As I walked out of the restaurant, my resolve hardened. I wouldn’t let Joel’s behavior break me. I was stronger now, capable of standing on my own. I had escaped the darkness of my past, and I was determined to embrace the light, even if it meant facing the uncertainty of my relationship with Joel head-on. His absence left me in a whirlwind of confusion and frustration. My calls went unanswered, and my messages were ignored. When he finally returned my calls, his apologies seemed hollow, his excuses flimsy. I showered, attempting to wash away the sting of disappointment, lathering myself in body butter as if it could shield me from the emotional turbulence I felt. As I lay in bed, I unlocked my phone to find a barrage of missed calls and messages from Joel. He begged for my forgiveness, his voice laden with regret. In his final message, he sounded possessive, warning me not to have any other men in my home. I didn’t bother calling him back, and he didn’t show up that night or call me again.

The next day, he arrived at my doorstep with flowers, candy, and money, a gesture meant to smooth over the hurt he had caused. He spun a tale of an urgent matter that had kept him away, claiming he had slept alone at his place. His audacity reached new heights when he asked for intimacy, but I refused to succumb so easily. Despite his prowess in bed and the thrilling experiences he offered, I wasn’t about to let his charm cloud my judgment. I might be entangled in his passion, but I was nobody’s fool.

Talking to my little sister Crystal was like a lifeline during these confusing times. She said, “Do not start thinking the worst, Ash. He could be telling the truth.” Her words were laden with concern. I appreciated her optimism, but my intuition was telling me otherwise. Crystal had been my rock, helping me navigate the storm of stress and grief since our grandmother had passed last year from cancer. She pulled me out of the abyss, reminding me of my self-worth and teaching me the importance of independence. I had gone into a deep depression and darkness again, but she reminded me of my strength.

Although she’s the youngest, Crystal displays the demeanor of the eldest sibling. Oddly enough, it’s our older sister Sarah who behaves childishly. Sarah and I never truly had a close bond, mainly because she resented having a baby sister and the attention I took away from her. Our family dynamics were strained due to our mother’s dislike for our fathers, which further poisoned our relationships since neither of us shares the same father. I believe our mother felt sorry for Sarah since her father died when she was a baby, so she showered her with love and attention.

Crystal and I didn't share a childhood under the same roof, but she and her father took pains to maintain our bond. Every other weekend, he brought Crystal to our grandmother's house, ensuring we stayed close. Our mother rarely took the time to pick us up or bond with us, claiming she didn’t want more children after Sarah. I believe she suffered from postpartum depression, and since neither Crystal nor my father stayed after we were born, she blames us. That’s why I lived with my grandmother my whole life; my mother’s house was so toxic. The way she talked to us and treated us was horrible for any child, and it only got worse after she married a drug kingpin. She became an addict and was even more absent in Crystal's and my life.

The thought of our grandmother not being here anymore crumbles my world. She became my shield from the cruel people in the world and never held my decisions against me. Our bond was endless, and she taught me everything I needed to know about surviving in the world until she passed away. She loved Joel and bonded with him over life too, but I’m sure she’s disappointed in him now.

After Joel stood me up for the first time, an unsettling curiosity drove me to explore his background further. I contacted an old friend, Adam, and asked him to investigate Joel on my behalf. At first, he was still mad at me for telling Jonah that he tried to talk to me, but over time we became good friends. Adam became a PI for his own private firm to track down Jonah since no one knew where he went exactly, and he never did time for the shooting and other unknown charges. Several days later, we met discreetly to exchange findings, creating an atmosphere of intrigue and clandestine revelations. To my relief, Adam didn't uncover major crimes or a secret spouse, but the information he did find raised doubts about Joel’s loyalty and truthfulness.

Back at home, I meticulously examined the documents, my mind clouded with confusion and frustration. I could now comprehend his distant and irritable behavior while we lived together. The secrecy eroded my trust, leaving me questioning what else Joel might be concealing.

As I pondered these thoughts, I decided to bid my time, waiting for the perfect moment to confront Joel about his secret. In my heart, I felt he had no intention of telling me, and that silence bothered me deeply. I despise when men keep simple things from their partners, creating an air of deception in the relationship, but this is a major issue.

In response, I began to change my demeanor toward him, becoming more distant, sarcastic, and guarded, though still loving. Love is hard to turn off once your heart beats for a person, but I don’t believe he even notices the distance much because we both have a lot going on. I don't divulge my personal plans or dreams as readily as before, withholding pieces of my life just as he seems to be doing. Unbeknownst to him, I have revised my business plan, so he is no longer a partner of All Purpose, removing any parts of his name from the paperwork. I hope he passes this upcoming test, proving that my trust in him isn't misplaced. I am anxiously waiting to see how he will respond after being hit with the truth. I pray he doesn’t turn into Jonah and decide to physically attack me.

Later that Day

As the afternoon sun dipped low, casting a golden hue across the city, I found myself rushing around my bedroom, trying to get ready. The sweet, soulful voice of Lauryn Hill filled the air, adding a sense of urgency as I scrambled to answer my ringing phone. I barely managed to grab it before it went to voicemail.

“Hey, Boo. I’m getting ready to leave out the door right now,” I lied, trying to sound convincing, even though I was running late for my appointment at the bridal shop.

Katlin’s familiar laughter echoed through the phone, warm and knowing. “No, you’re not. Don’t forget, I know you better than you know yourself.”

Caught, I couldn’t help but laugh too. “Okay, busted. Just have to change shoes and grab the bridesmaids’ shoes, then I’m headed your way.”

“Please hurry, Ash. You know you’re always fashionably late,” she teased, but there was an edge of seriousness in her tone.

“I apologize, Kat. I promise I’m going to speed to that store. I won’t keep you all waiting too long.” We exchanged a few more words before ending the call, her reminder of my notorious tardiness lingering in my mind.

Katlin had entrusted me with choosing the bridesmaids’ dresses and planning the bachelorette party tasks I took on despite my hectic schedule because I couldn’t say no to my childhood friend. The pressure was on, and I didn’t want to disappoint her. I had already selected some elegant two-inch heels, and today, we would finalize the dress selection. Although it was my task to choose the dress, a little help wouldn’t hurt anyone, so I decided to throw a bridesmaids’ dress hunt party today. And, as usual, I was late.

Locking up my house, I hopped into my customized BMW Z8 Coupe, a sleek birthday gift from Joel the previous year. The car’s engine purred to life as I placed the bridesmaids’ shoes on the passenger seat alongside my purse, my excitement growing. I was on my way to meet Katlin, my childhood friend, who had been a constant presence in my life since we were kids.

Katlin and I grew up on the same street, attended the same school, and played on the same playground. Our bond was forged in the park where my grandmother and her mother would take us, sitting on the bench, chatting, and laughing while we played. Those days had created a foundation of memories that had bound us together through the years.

As I pulled up to the store, I found a spot right in front and quickly checked my makeup in the rearview mirror. Satisfied, I grabbed my purse and the box of shoes. But just as I opened my car door, another vehicle sped into the space beside me, nearly clipping my door. Irritation flared up, and I shot a death glare at the driver, who seemed oblivious to the near miss.

Ignoring the careless driver, I stepped out of the car and began walking toward the boutique. Just as I was about to enter, I heard someone calling my name from a distance. Pausing, I scanned the area, my eyes searching for the source of the voice. I spotted a figure in the distance, waving enthusiastically. “I’m not sure who that is, but I’m not going to go find out today,” I thought to myself, choosing to focus on the task at hand.

My heart raced with a mix of excitement and nerves as I walked into the boutique, my eyes scanning the space in search of Katlin and the others. The store looked different from how I remembered it, making me feel slightly disoriented.

Almost running through the aisles, I finally spotted Katlin, and the group of women gathered around her. Slowing down as I approached, I felt a rush of relief and joy.

“Hey, sissy! About time, chick!” Katlin shouted, her arms stretched out toward me, her voice filled with playful reproach and affection.

“Hey, boo. You know I’m always fashionably late, but I’m here,” I replied, hugging Katlin tightly, letting the comfort of her presence ease some of my nerves. Without wasting any time, I began trying on dresses, but my mind kept drifting back to the voice I heard outside. Who could it have been? How did they know I would be here? The deep voice was unmistakably masculine, and the thought of whoever it was showing up in the store made my stomach churn with unease.

To shake off the unsettling thoughts, I grabbed a glass of wine from the table and downed it in one go. The warmth of the alcohol did little to calm my nerves, so I hurried into the dressing room, eager to escape into the task at hand trying on another dress.

A few minutes later, a soft knock on the dressing room door made me jump, my heart pounding with sudden apprehension. “Ash, are you alright?” Katlin’s voice came through the closed door, gentle and full of concern. She had always been perceptive, picking up on my moods even when I tried to hide them.

“Yes, Kat. I’m fine. My body is tired, but I’m fine,” I responded, trying to sound more at ease than I felt. “How about you? Feeling the wedding pressure yet?”

“Girl, there’s a lot of pressure, but I believe everything will be just fine,” Katlin replied, her voice a mixture of excitement and stress. “How was the meeting today?”

“It was awesome. Everything is ready for this grand opening. I’m so excited,” I said, feeling a genuine smile tug at my lips despite my earlier anxiety. “Even more excited that we’re getting to share our biggest moments together. You’ve stayed so positive in life, Kat, and it has been so inspiring to me. I hope blessings keep pouring over us.”

Katlin chuckled softly. “Thank you, Ash. That means a lot coming from you. We’ve both been through so much, but we’re here, and we’re thriving. I can’t wait to see what the future holds for both of us.”

As I stood there in the dressing room, listening to her words, I felt a renewed sense of strength. Whatever challenges lay ahead, I knew I had people like Katlin in my corner, and that made all the difference.

“Aw, thank you, sis. You have been my blessing too. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have experienced so many things that helped me become stronger. We’ve been through so much together and apart, but here we are, stronger than ever. You’re now a business owner, and I’m getting married!” Katlin shouted, her words slightly slurred from what I suspected were a few too many celebratory drinks. Her smile was so wide it showcased every one of her teeth, and I couldn’t help but mirror it.

“Congratulations again, sis. And yes, ma’am, we are the sugar, honey, and all things they want to be,” I said playfully. “I love you so much, Katlin. You are my sister for life. How’s Jeff, by the way?”

“I love you too, Ash, and he’s doing amazing. He’s been busy with new projects across the U.S., so he’s thrilled to finally be home. I always miss him terribly when he’s away on these jobs, but I don’t mind being alone in a big house sometimes... even though I get very lonely,” Katlin admitted, her voice dropping slightly at the end.

“I understand. I’ve been feeling that way too since moving back into my grandmother’s house alone. Joel was spending the night every night, but lately, I’ve been sleeping alone more than usual,” I confessed, feeling a pang of loneliness as I spoke. “But I genuinely adore your connection with Jeff. Despite his absence and your hectic life as a topnotch fashion designer, your enduring bond from high school to now is what makes your relationship truly extraordinary.”

Katlin smiled warmly, her eyes glistening with emotion. “Thank you, Ash. It’s not always easy, but we’ve worked hard to keep our love strong. I’m sure you and Joel will find your way through this rough patch. You deserve to be happy, and I believe in the love you two share.”

Her words brought a sense of comfort, and I felt renewed hope that maybe, just maybe, things would work out with Joel. For now, I decided to focus on the joy of being with my best friend and the excitement of the upcoming wedding. Whatever challenges lay ahead, I knew I could face them with the strength I had gained from the love and support of those closest to me.

“Yes, it is all worth it, but I do miss him so much. I know we’ll get to spend forever together now, so I’ve stopped thinking about it as much. But honestly, I can’t believe how Joel has flipped the script on you like that. What do you think it is with him?” Katlin's concern was evident, and as much as I wanted to share the information I had uncovered about Joel, I decided against it for now. This was her moment, and I didn’t want my problems to overshadow her joy.

“Right. It’s fine. I’m not sure what’s going on with him, but enough about that. If you ever get too lonely, sis, just call or text me, or come up to All Purpose. You know that’s where I’m about to start spending all of my time.”

“Thank you so much, sis. I’m so proud of you, girl! Now, come on, let's get back to the fun,” Katlin said as I stepped out of the dressing room. We rejoined the other bridesmaids and Katlin’s family, the laughter and excitement of the day enveloping me like a warm embrace.

While the bridal shop buzzed with joy, my heart still felt heavy with the weight of uncertainty regarding Joel. Despite the laughter and chatter, I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease.

As the day progressed, I tried to push those thoughts aside and focus on celebrating Katlin. But a lingering question kept nagging at me: what had changed in Joel, and could I trust him completely?
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Under the Surface

"Well, you have a gift, dear. I own a bridal boutique down the street, and I'd love to showcase your design to some colleagues. How about you come by tomorrow at five o’clock, and we can discuss it further?" Mrs. Dorothy offered her warm tone and encouragement.
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