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PROLOGUE — THE GIRL Nobody Saved

There are some little girls who grow up believing the world is safe.

I was not one of them.

By the time I learned how to tie my shoes, I already understood fear. I understood silence. I understood how to smile when my heart was breaking because crying never changed anything.

People like to say children are innocent. But innocence gets stolen. Mine was.

I spent most of my life surviving things that should have destroyed me. Cancer. Abuse. Cheating. Manipulation. Broken bones. Broken trust. Broken homes. Being abandoned by the people who were supposed to protect me.

And somehow, even after all of it, my heart still found a way to love.

This is not a story about perfection. This is a story about survival.

This is the story of a woman who was shattered over and over again but still found reasons to keep standing.

My name is Jessica Kemper. And this is my story.
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CHAPTER ONE — TAKEN Away on My Eighth Birthday

The morning of my eighth birthday did not feel special. There were no balloons waiting for me. No laughter filling the house. No feeling of safety.

Instead, there was tension hanging in the air so heavily that even as a child, I could feel it pressing against my chest.

Children notice more than adults think they do.

I noticed the whispered conversations. I noticed the sadness. I noticed the fear in people's eyes.

And then, suddenly, everything changed.

I remember feeling confused as strangers entered my life and decisions were made around me without anyone truly explaining what was happening. One moment I was a little girl waking up on her birthday, and the next, I was being removed from everything familiar.

Nobody prepares a child for that kind of heartbreak.

I kept thinking someone would stop it. Someone would say there had been a mistake. Someone would tell me I was going home.

But nobody did.

I sat quietly, carrying more fear than a child should ever have to carry.

I remember looking out windows while traveling to unfamiliar places, wondering if my parents were thinking about me. Wondering if anyone was coming back for me.

That kind of abandonment changes you forever.

People think children forget painful things because they are young. But trauma carves itself deeply into memory.

I can still remember the loneliness. The ache. The disbelief.

Birthdays were never the same after that.

For most people, birthdays symbolize celebration. For me, they became reminders of loss.

That was the day I stopped feeling like a normal child. That was the day survival began.

Chapter Two — Broken Before I Understood Why

Most children wake up excited on their birthday. Cake. Presents. Candles. Love.

I woke up to my life being taken away.

I was only eight years old when I was removed from my home and placed into foster care. At eight years old, I did not fully understand what was happening. I only knew that everything familiar was disappearing.

I remember the confusion more than anything. The fear. The feeling that somehow all of this was my fault.

Children blame themselves for things adults break.

My parents divorced when I was young, and home had never really felt stable after that. There was always tension. Pain. Distance. Silence.

And then one day, I was simply gone.

People talk about foster care like it is rescue. Sometimes it is. But sometimes it is just another form of loneliness.

I learned quickly not to get attached. Not to unpack fully. Not to trust promises.

Because promises were always temporary.

Every time I started feeling safe somewhere, life would change again.

A child should never have to wonder whether anyone truly wants them. But I did. Every single day.
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CHAPTER TWO — BROKEN Before I Understood Why

Some wounds never leave your body. They settle into your nervous system. Into your memories. Into the way you look at the world.

I was molested by my father's best friend when I was still just a child.

Even now, writing those words feels heavy.

There is something especially cruel about having your innocence stolen by someone trusted. Someone welcomed. Someone adults believed was safe.

I carried shame that never belonged to me.

For years, I questioned myself. I questioned my worth. I questioned whether I mattered at all.

Trauma changes you. It teaches you to stay alert. To expect pain. To prepare for betrayal.

I became a master at pretending I was okay.

People saw a smile. They did not see the little girl inside me screaming to be protected.

There are nights I still remember the fear. Moments I still feel frozen.

But I refuse to let the worst thing that happened to me define who I am.

I was hurt. But I survived.
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CHAPTER THREE — LEARNING to Survive Foster Care

Foster care teaches you how to survive emotionally.

You learn how to read rooms quickly. You learn which adults are safe. You learn when to stay quiet. You learn how to disappear.

I bounced between uncertainty and hope. Some days I believed my life would eventually become beautiful. Other days, I felt forgotten.

I watched other children get picked up. I watched families laugh together. I watched people experience normal things that felt impossible for me.

I wanted stability. I wanted consistency. I wanted someone to look at me and say: “You belong here.” But abandonment leaves fingerprints on your soul.

Even as I grew older, part of me expected everyone to leave eventually.

That fear shaped my relationships. It shaped the way I loved. It shaped the way I accepted less than I deserved because deep down, I feared being alone more than being hurt.
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CHAPTER FOUR — LOVE Was Never Supposed to Hurt

As I got older, I became desperate for the kind of love I had missed my entire life.

I wanted someone to choose me. To stay. To make me feel safe.

But when you grow up around pain, unhealthy love can feel normal.

I accepted things I should have walked away from. I tolerated lies because I was afraid of being abandoned. I forgave cheating because I thought losing someone would hurt worse than betrayal.

I was wrong.

The relationships I found myself in slowly chipped away at my confidence.

There were cruel words. Manipulation. Control. Fear. Violence.

There were nights I cried myself to sleep wondering why the people I loved always seemed determined to hurt me.

Abuse does not always begin with fists. Sometimes it begins with isolation. With insults disguised as jokes. With apologies that sound believable.

And before you realize it, you no longer recognize yourself.

I spent years trying to fix people who had no intention of changing. I carried relationships on my back while my own soul was collapsing.

The bruises faded faster than the emotional damage did.

There were moments I truly believed maybe I was impossible to love correctly.

That is what trauma does. It convinces survivors that pain is the price of companionship.

But somewhere deep inside, even through all the heartbreak, there was still a small voice inside me whispering: You deserve better than this.

That voice saved my life.

I spent years searching for love in people who only knew how to cause pain.

I survived abusive relationships. I survived being cheated on. Lied to. Manipulated. Used
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