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Dedication
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People from council estates get a lot of unfair judgment. The world sees them as rough, uneducated, loud, or poor — but that’s not what I saw. What I found there was family. Real family. The kind that stands by you when things get hard, the kind that doesn’t turn away when life gets messy. They taught me strength — how to stand my ground, how to fight back, and that no one can hurt me unless I let them.

To the people who became my family when I needed one most — thank you for being a part of my story. You showed me what loyalty really means.

To Bright Futures Northeast, thank you for the hot meals, blankets and the talks you provided to me as a teenager.
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Introduction
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This story is based on real events. So real that some people might find it hard to believe. The names have been changed to protect identities, but the experiences, the pain, the fear—they are all true.

I grew up in a world where red hair was not accepted. Not by my family, not by the boys at school, not by anyone who thought I should blend in, stay small, stay invisible. From the moment I could understand what people said about me, I was branded different. Ugly. A mistake.

I had olive skin that glowed in the sun, bright blue eyes that were supposed to be striking, and a head of fiery red hair that drew attention in all the wrong ways. In a family full of dark hair, dark eyes, dark features, I was the odd one out. And they made it clear every single day. I wasn’t just different—I was unwelcome. My hair was a marker, a constant reminder that I didn’t belong.

My name is Emily and this is my story.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter one – Childhood in Leeds
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I grew up in Leeds, in a part of the city where the streets were always damp, the air heavy with the scent of wet brick and exhaust. Even when the sun came out, it seemed to fall sideways between the rows of houses, never really touching the windows. I learned early that some things—like the warmth of sunlight—couldn’t reach me.

My sister Clara was easy to see. People noticed her first, and not just because of the way her hair shone brown with gold flecks in the light, or her deep brown eyes that seemed to hold sunlight even on the greyest days. She had a kind of gravity, a way of being in the room that made people lean toward her. I, on the other hand, had olive skin that turned gold in the summer, auburn hair that refused to lie flat, and blue eyes that seemed too sharp against my face. Everyone in my family and beyond seemed to think my hair was wrong—too bright, too fiery, too unnatural. Children at school whispered that it looked like flames, and adults sometimes stared as though they couldn’t quite hide their dislike. Even my own relatives would pinch it or tug at it when they thought I wasn’t looking, muttering under their breath about “that shocking red” I hated it. Hated that it drew attention I didn’t want, hated that it made me different in ways that weren’t welcome.

The household had a rhythm that left me out. Gifts went to Clara. Birthday presents, holiday treats, even small surprises from friends or distant relatives—she received them with squeals and bright smiles. I got books, mostly. Maths books. Exercise books. Sometimes pencils. Once, when I asked why I didn’t get a doll like Clara, Uncle Terry laughed so hard he nearly toppled his chair. “Ugly girls get brains instead,” he said, and everyone joined in. I laughed too, because not laughing seemed worse.

So, I learned to shrink myself. I learned the art of invisibility. If I pressed my back against the wall, flattened my hands against my sides, and kept my voice soft, maybe no one would notice me at all. Sometimes, that felt like survival.

School was worse than home in ways I didn’t yet know how to name. The children were cruel in quiet, precise ways. They whispered my hair was like rust, called me “Ginger-nut” behind my back, and sometimes in front of teachers who didn’t seem to care. I remember one morning in the playground when a group of girls circled me in a slow, mocking walk, snickering and pointing at the way the sun caught my hair. One of them said loudly, “It’s like a warning sign!” and the others laughed. I shrank inside myself, hugging my arms to my chest, pretending I couldn’t hear them. No teacher came over. No one stopped them.

Inside the classroom, the whispers followed me like shadows. At group work, hands would push mine aside, pencils would be “accidentally” dropped on my feet. I learned to sit at the back, head down, hoping to disappear into my desk. Occasionally, a teacher would call my name in correction, mispronouncing it, or roll their eyes at my questions. I learned to answer softly, to smile as if everything were fine, and to remind myself that they didn’t see me.

Sometimes, a small kindness broke through the loneliness. A classmate would pass a note under the table: You’re okay, you know. Or someone would let me use their pen when mine broke. I clutched these moments like treasures, folding them over in my mind when the day felt like too much.

Home could be heavier. Beatings came when I spoke too loud about feelings I couldn’t contain. I had one sister and a younger brother, yet I was always the only one singled out. The walls had ears, and the hands of adults could be heavy. Sometimes I thought if I stayed silent, crouched in the corner, I could escape notice entirely. But silence was not always enough. Still, I learned to anticipate the storms, to measure my words and actions carefully, to be grateful for even the smallest fragments of safety. I would pray to god constantly every night, praying he would bring me a new family, a family who loved me.

Despite it all, I found little escapes. I wandered the streets on my own, letting the damp cobblestones press against my shoes, counting the way rain pooled in gutters, tracing the patterns of birds that flickered across the sky. Sometimes I’d sit on a bench in the park, legs drawn up, and imagine a world where my hair was normal, where my blue eyes weren’t too bright against my olive skin, where people didn’t stare or whisper. I spoke to the trees, telling them things I couldn’t say aloud. The squirrels didn’t care what I looked like.

I became skilled at noticing things no one else did. The way light fell on Clara’s hair, the subtle tilt of a neighbour’s head when they smiled, the precise way a pencil could break just so if you pressed hard enough. Observation became a refuge. I could find beauty and small truths in a world that seemed determined to ignore me. I could build a life of thoughts and memories that belonged only to me, one quiet fragment at a time.

Sometimes, late at night, I’d lie in my bed and listen to the house breathe. I’d imagine a life where my voice mattered, where laughter wasn’t dangerous, where love wasn’t rationed by appearances. I’d imagine doors that opened for me, hands that reached for me, eyes that found me without judgment. And in those imagined worlds, I could be someone other than the invisible child I had been forced to become.

One morning at school, when the rain had left the playground puddled and glimmering, I was sitting alone on the edge of the climbing frame, watching the other children kick water at each other. A girl I had barely noticed approached me, her hair tucked into a messy ponytail. She didn’t point or whisper, didn’t say anything about my hair at all. Instead, she sat next to me and nudged her sandwich toward my hand. “You can have some,” she said, smiling softly. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. No laughter, no mockery—just a small hand of kindness. I took it, clutched it in both hands like it might disappear if I let go.
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Chapter Two – Escape and Friendship
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When I turned thirteen, I started to believe there might be a way out of the small, invisible life I’d been living. It wasn’t that things got better at home—they didn’t—but school had become something different. I had friends now. Real friends. The kind who waited for me outside the gate, who saved a seat for me in class, who didn’t seem to care that my hair was red or that I wasn’t like the rest of my family.

They were my escape. With them, I felt lighter. I could laugh without worrying that it was too loud, too much, too wrong. Sometimes we’d sit on the school field and talk about nothing—music, boys, dreams that seemed far away. They’d tease me gently about how quickly I tanned in the sun, and I’d roll my eyes and laugh. I had no idea why, but it seemed to surprise them. Most people with red hair burned quickly, went pink, freckled, raw—but I didn’t. My skin darkened under sunlight, golden and warm, and they looked at me in a mix of fascination and jealousy. “I’ve never seen a redhead tan like that,” they’d whisper, wide-eyed. I could see the envy in their faces, the longing for something I had never asked for, never even thought about as a gift.

I used to think of it as living in two worlds.

The first was the one everyone could see: home, family, silence. The other was hidden—a small, bright world that existed in laughter, in the warmth of friends who didn’t ask too many questions about why I never invited them over. I guarded that world like treasure. It was proof that I could be seen, even if it was only for a few hours a day.

My family had changed by then. My mother had remarried. My father, when he wasn’t in prison, was a ghost on the edges of our lives—his name spoken only when something went wrong, as though he were a warning more than a person. He was an alcoholic, drifting in and out of jobs, in and out of jail, in and out of our lives. My mother didn’t talk about him, except to sigh and say, You’re just like your father, when I disappointed her.

When she married again, everything shifted. Her new husband owned a software company. He had a house that felt too big and too clean, with carpets so pale I was afraid to step on them. At first, I thought maybe this was the kind of life people called better. But it didn’t take long to realise that better didn’t mean safe.

He hated me from the start.

He never said it outright, not at first. It was in the way his eyes narrowed when I entered a room, in the way his voice sharpened when he said my name. He liked my sister and my brother—he had a softness for them that I never saw turned toward me. My second brother was born not long after they married, and it was like his arrival sealed my place outside the circle.

If I dared walk past my stepfather in the hall, he’d find a way to remind me I didn’t belong. A sudden, sharp pain—his foot pressing down on mine, heavy and deliberate, a small act of cruelty that left me breathless. I learned to wait until the hallways were empty before moving, to listen for footsteps and doors before venturing out.

I was no longer welcome at the dinner table.

It started with small corrections. “You’re holding your fork wrong,” he’d say, or “Don’t chew like that.” My mother would watch quietly; eyes fixed on her plate. The more I tried to get it right, the worse it became. I switched my fork and knife between hands, uncertain, and that uncertainty only made him sneer. One evening, he told me I could eat after everyone else was finished. “You make people uncomfortable,” he said. “You need to learn some manners.”

So, I waited.

I’d listen to the sound of laughter and clinking cutlery from the dining room, the murmur of their conversation rising and falling, until the room fell quiet again. Then I’d slip in, eat what was left, and wash my own plate. The silence of those meals was deafening. I could hear every scrape of my fork, every swallow, every tiny sound that proved I still existed.

By then, my mother had started talking about boarding school. Not for everyone—just for me. She said it was an opportunity, that I’d get a “fresh start,” but I knew better. She wanted me gone. My sister was only thirteen months younger, but she was staying. Of course she was.

When she told me, something in me cracked open. It was the first time I ever fought back.

I remember standing in the kitchen, my hands shaking, the smell of dinner still in the air. My mother leaned against the counter, calm, composed, as though this was a practical matter and not the unravelling of my life. “You’ll thank me one day,” she said.

“I don’t want to go,” I whispered.

She frowned. “Don’t start, love. It’s already arranged.”

I wanted to scream, but the words tangled in my throat. “What about my friends? My school? I can’t just—”

She sighed, cutting me off. “If you care so much about that school, you can stay. But you’ll have to find your own way”

Her words hung in the air, cold and final.

That night, as I lay in bed, I replayed them again. You’ll have to find your own way. I didn’t know if she meant it, not really. But part of me believed she did. And somewhere deep inside, a small voice whispered that maybe I could.

So, on my fourteenth birthday, I ran away.

I packed quietly—some clothes, a toothbrush, a photograph of my friends folded into my pocket. I slipped out before dawn, the house still dark, the sound of rain against the window soft and steady. My heart thudded so hard I thought it might give me away.

The streets were empty, washed pale in the early light. I walked fast, keeping my head down, not daring to look back. I didn’t have a plan, not really. I just knew where I was going. My father’s house.

He lived on the other side of Leeds, in a rough neighbourhood that smelled of damp concrete and cigarette smoke. I’d only been there a few times before. It felt like a different world entirely—louder, harsher, alive in a way that frightened me.

When I reached his street, my legs were trembling. The houses leaned close together, their windows clouded, their paint flaking. Music thudded from somewhere down the road. I knocked on the door, half-hoping no one would answer.

He did.

He looked older, smaller somehow, but his eyes softened when he saw me. “You’ve grown,” he said, voice rough with sleep and smoke. He didn’t ask why I was there. He just stepped aside.

The air inside was heavy, thick with the smell of beer and something burnt. There were bottles on the floor, clothes draped over chairs. But it was warmer than home in a strange, careless way.

Later that night, I sat on the sofa, listening to the city outside. Somewhere, a car backfired, a sharp crack that echoed through the walls. I threw myself to the floor, heart pounding, certain it was a gunshot. My father laughed softly from the kitchen. “Just a car, love,” he said. “You’ll get used to it.”

I wasn’t sure I ever would.

But as I sat up, brushing dust from my knees, something inside me shifted. I didn’t know what was coming next—whether this would be better or worse—but I knew it was mine. I had chosen this. For the first time, I had run toward something instead of away from it.

And even though the world outside felt rough and uncertain, even though my heart still trembled, there was a small, stubborn part of me that felt free. 
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Chapter Three stepmother from hell
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I thought that running away to my father’s house would be freedom. I thought I was stepping into a place where I could finally breathe—where the walls didn’t hum with resentment, where I didn’t have to shrink to fit into the cracks between other people’s lives. I imagined something close to belonging, a corner of the world that was mine.

I was wrong.

He had married again.

Her name was Emma. She was younger than my father by at least a decade, maybe more, with sharp, appraising eyes and a voice that cut through the house like a blade through fabric. She carried herself like someone who’d never had to fight for space, someone who assumed the world would bend for her. And, to my father’s shame and my growing dread, it always did.

Emma had a child of her own—a small boy with soft brown hair and a shy smile that knotted something deep in my stomach. I didn’t resent him. How could I? He was just a child. But from the moment I stepped into that house, I could feel it: I didn’t belong. Not here. Not with them.

Emma hated me.

She didn’t try to hide it. Her hatred wasn’t loud; it was precise. Every glance, every clipped word, every dismissive movement seemed designed to remind me of my place—or rather, my lack of one. At first, I tried to stay out of her way. I thought that if I moved carefully, if I made myself small, maybe she’d forget I existed. But Emma wasn’t the type to forget.

I wasn’t allowed to eat the food in the house. Not openly, anyway. If I reached for something in the fridge, her eyes would snap toward me like a hawk’s. Sometimes she’d snatch the food away. Sometimes she’d give it to me with a smile that wasn’t a smile at all, a twisted sneer that made my skin crawl. I learned quickly: if I wanted to eat, I’d have to scavenge. I waited until dinner was over, until the kitchen was quiet, and picked at the scraps like a stray animal. Cold pasta. Crusts. A bruised apple. Whatever was left.

Laundry became a quiet battle of its own. No one told me how things worked in that house; I learned by trial and painful error. If my clothes ended up in the laundry basket, they didn’t come back folded. They came back gone—thrown into the trash as if they were nothing. I remember watching my favourite shirt disappear into a black bag without a word, Emma’s expression cool and final. That was when I started washing my clothes by hand in the bathroom sink, wringing them out quietly, hanging them to dry where she wouldn’t see. I adapted because I had to.

Even with my father there, I was invisible. He had been sobered for two years, and Emma’s approval was his lifeline. If she frowned, he flinched. If she complained, he obeyed. He was constantly performing a quiet balancing act, trying to keep the peace in a house that wasn’t built for it. Sometimes, when she wasn’t looking, his eyes would flick toward me—guilty, almost pleading. As if to say, “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

And I understood. I did. I knew better than to expect rescue.

So, I stayed quiet.

I moved through the house like a shadow, slipping from room to room with my head down and my footsteps soft. I memorized the sound of Emma’s heels on the hardwood floor, learned which rooms she occupied at what times, and built my routine around avoiding her. I knew which cupboards creaked, which taps made too much noise, how to close a door silently. I learned to eat with my shoulders hunched, to wash dishes quickly, to make my presence as small and forgettable as possible.

There were moments, though—moments when the quiet cracked. I’d stand in the corner of my room; fists pressed against my face and let the silent scream build inside me. I hated it there. Hated the feeling of being a ghost in my father’s house. Hated the way even he disappeared when I needed him. I often thought, why am I in a world were I’m not wanted. 

School became my refuge.

It was the one part of the day where I could pretend to be someone else—someone who didn’t flinch at footsteps, who didn’t count bites of food, who wasn’t always one breath away from vanishing. My friends were the bright spots in my world, even though they didn’t know about Emma or the cruelty waiting for me at home. Maybe it was better that way. With them, I could laugh. I could breathe. I could feel, if only for a few hours, like I belonged.

Surprisingly, I began to rise to the top of my class. It wasn’t intentional. Schoolwork became a distraction, a puzzle I could control when everything else felt like sand slipping through my fingers. My teachers noticed. Before long, I was moved into the “smart” classes—the ones where the rooms were quieter, the students sat straighter, and everyone seemed to know exactly where they fit.

Everyone except me.

That’s when Liam arrived.

He was new, a boy with a sharp tongue and a glint in his eye that made my stomach tighten the moment I saw him. Somehow, he ended up in every single one of my classes, like fate was testing the limits of my endurance. And just like so many before him, he noticed my red hair.

It started with whispers across the classroom. Then snickers. Then words. Loud, cruel, impossible to ignore. “Oi, ginger! Bet you burn if you stand too close to a lightbulb!” He’d toss pencils








	Don’t speak unless spoken to.

	Don’t touch what isn’t yours.

	Don’t expect help.

	Stay unseen.
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