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To every woman who thought survival meant silence.

To every girl who learned how to stay quiet to stay safe.

To every survivor who is still learning how to breathe again.

This story is for you.

You are still here.

And that matters.
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​Epigraph
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“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”

— Maya Angelou

––––––––
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“She wasn’t supposed to stay. But she did.

And in the process, she became someone new.

She didn’t just survive. She returned to herself.”


















​Trigger Warning

This book contains depictions of domestic violence, emotional abuse, sexual assault, reproductive trauma, and post-traumatic stress. These themes are presented honestly and sensitively, but they may be distressing for some readers.

If you are a survivor of trauma, please read at your own pace and prioritize your emotional safety. You are not alone.

Help is available:

📞 National Domestic Violence Hotline – 1-800-799-SAFE (7233)

📱 Text START to 88788

🌐thehotline.org
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Chapter One: Echoes and Introductions
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Three years had passed since Janelle Foster became director of the Empowerment Center.

What began as a place of survival for her had become a space of transformation — for herself and for others. The walls were no longer just offices and classrooms. They held stories. Stories like hers. Like Lauren’s. And like the women who walked in scared and left standing taller.

Lauren, now assistant director, was more than just a colleague. She was Janelle’s anchor. Her history. Her healing mirror.

“Finally,” Lauren said, sinking into the café booth across from Janelle. “A break that doesn’t involve a trauma debrief or funding report.”

Janelle laughed, easing into her seat. “Girl, I needed this. My spirit was getting tight.”

Steam rose between them from their mugs. Outside, the world carried on. Inside, Janelle let herself breathe.

That’s when he walked in.

He didn’t burst through the door or command the room. It was something quieter. Confident. Intentional.

“Excuse me,” he said, pausing just enough to be respectful. “Are you Janelle?”
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