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Praise for THE WRONG SHOES



‘A sobering, thoughtful and ultimately powerful novel about a brave young man moving forwards despite his difficult circumstances.’

THE BOOKSELLER

‘Every chapter is full of experience & empathy & most importantly, heart.’

PHIL EARLE

‘Reading fiction is about walking in the shoes of people whose lives are very different to ours and allowing more readers to see themselves in stories. The Wrong Shoes is the perfect example of both – the right book at the right time.’

TOM PALMER

‘A superbly courageous and timely book. Will is a protagonist so many children and adults will identify with, really beautiful.’

STEVEN LENTON

‘A brilliant book – such a perfect marriage of words and illustrations and an important story told with real heart.’

CHRISTOPHER EDGE

‘An extraordinary, powerful and moving book that has the potential to change lives.’

HANNAH GOLD

‘A hopeful, honest, big-hearted read. You’ll be rooting for the main character, Will, from the very first page…’

CLARA VULLIAMY

‘A beautifully illustrated, deeply moving, empathy-boosting story…’

RASHMI SIRDESHPANDE
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This book is dedicated to anyone who’s ever felt a bit like Will.
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CHAPTER ONE

THIS IS NO FAIRY TALE.

Not unless it’s one of those really old-fashioned ones, where basically a whole load of terrible stuff happens to some poor unsuspecting kid. I guess I should count myself lucky that a wolf hasn’t dressed up like my nan and tried to eat me yet. But you know what? Even then, even in those stories where people get ripped in half, chewed up and spat out, eventually there’s a happy ending. And that’s the difference, see? Because this is just my life, and nothing’s guaranteed.
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Well… that’s quite a downer, right? You don’t even know me yet, and I’m already getting all bleak! Still, let’s start as we mean to go on, as my dad would say.

So I guess we might as well start here, and what do you know? It’s raining. I mean, no surprise, right? Of course it’s raining, just to make my day that little bit worse. Let me explain… There’s a split in the sole of my shoe, right on the ball of my foot, like a little mocking mouth that opens and closes each time I take a step.

And what does that mean when it rains? You’ve guessed it – it means a wet foot!
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And who likes having a wet foot? You’re absolutely correct – nobody!

I mean, I know that things could be worse, and you’ve got to have a sense of proportion, but, even so, a cold, wet foot can get you down pretty quickly. So that’s STRIKE ONE against my shoes – they let water in, which is pretty much a fundamental no-no as far as I’m concerned. But even when they were brand new, and didn’t leak at all, they were still horrible. They were always wrong.

Dad says we can probably make them last until the end of the year, so long as I don’t grow any more. I think that was one of his jokes – but it’s hard to say. It used to be easy to tell when Dad was joking – his eyes would light up, and so would I – everything would feel warm and we’d both laugh – you know, properly laugh.

That doesn’t happen so much now.

Either way, these are my shoes, and there’s no way round it. Still, on the plus side, I don’t need to worry about anyone stealing them – who’d want them?

So I’m hurrying through the rain, hoping to get to school as quickly as possible. I suppose that makes me sound all super academic – but it’s more that it’s warm and dry there, and, I tell you what, it’s pretty much winter now and our flat is freezing!

So this is what I do every morning (apart from weekends and the holidays obviously) – I drag myself out of bed, through the door and off to school. Sometimes I meet up with Cameron along the way. He’s my best friend and lives across town – but it might as well be a whole other world really – a world of nicely painted doors, big gardens and Land Rovers parked on the driveway.

But, on this particular morning, I don’t see Cameron – I don’t see anyone. Well, no one that I want to – although I do see Chris Tucker. He’s pretty much the worst. Some kids seem to like him, or pretend to like him, or whatever. I think they’re just scared of him, to be honest.

He started going to the gym in town a while back, even though he’s only in the year above me, so still too young to be meant to go. But his brother knows the guy who runs the gym, and if people are scared of Chris, then I don’t even know the word for how they’d feel about his brother. Basically he’s not someone that you say ‘no’ to – not if you like the way your face looks.

So now Chris walks around with his chest all puffed out and his arms swinging out from his body, like his muscles are so big he can’t hold his arms by his sides any more (they’re not, and he could), but none of that really matters, because even though his muscles aren’t actually mega big, he’s still pretty hard – definitely harder than me – and he knows it.

Chris loves to have a little chat with me. I’m, like, one of his favourite people because he can rip it out of me for my shoes, my coat, my bag, whatever. We’re so tight he’s even got a nickname for me, which him and his ‘mates’ think is the funniest thing ever.

As soon as I see him on the road, I put my headphones on and turn the music up so I can pretend not to have noticed him. It seems to have worked until I feel the headphones pulled off my ears.

‘Hey, Poundland,’ he says, lips curling up in a grin, ‘what’s going on?’

‘Oh, hey, Chris. Nothing really, just… you know… going to school.’

‘Well, durr!’ he says.

I shrug and try to put my headphones back on, but Chris keeps hold of them.

‘So you been doing those doodles again –’ Chris nods at the designs I’ve drawn on my bag in marker pen; a fat smile snakes across his face as he finishes his sentence – ‘Doodler?’

This is what Chris does. He’s like a fisherman waiting by the river, casting out his line, trying to get a bite so he can reel you in. He’s only saying that to get a rise out of me, but do you know what? It doesn’t work – I’m actually proud of that nickname.

A couple of years ago, I got into the local paper for doing some pictures on the wall of a cafe. It was owned by this woman called Sally, a friend of my mum’s. She’d seen my drawings round at ours one evening and asked me to do some doodles outside the bathrooms in her cafe. Lots of people liked them, and she asked me to do some more in the main cafe. In the end I pretty much covered a whole wall! I remember we all went out one night – me, Dad and Mum, all together – for the big unveiling. That was when someone from the paper took the photo of me in front of the wall and christened me the Doodler. Lots of kids used to call me that for a while.

That feels like a long time ago and the cafe’s closed now. It’s a shame. Sally used to give me free drinks whenever I went in. Tell you what, I could really do with that right now.

‘Come on, I bet you’ve got something to show off,’ presses Chris. ‘You’re always scribbling away. Let’s have a look!’

‘Give it a rest,’ I say. ‘It’s hammering down! I’m not getting my sketchbook out here.’

‘I just want a look,’ he says, hands raised in a shrug, making out like he’s being totally reasonable.

‘Leave it out, I don’t want to be late for school.’

‘Fair enough, goody-goody.’

And that’s it. Chris lets go of my headphones and steps aside, letting me walk past. I breathe a small, silent sigh of relief.

Moments later, I feel a sharp tugging on my back as he yanks the bag off my shoulder. Dad’s always on at me to wear my bag with both straps across my back. For once I wish that I did.

‘Get off!’ I shout.

‘Ooh, feisty!’ replies Chris in a sing-song voice.

‘Seriously, get lost, all right?’ I try to grab my bag, but Chris laughs as he holds my arm back. Like I said, he’s not massive or anything but what I didn’t say is just how skinny I am.

‘What is that?’

Chris has pulled out my sketchbook and is holding it open with one hand. I watch as blunt bullets of rain explode across my drawing. Ink pools, and then runs down the paper as the picture of a dragon, which is curled across the pages, bleeds and runs. The ferocity I gave the dragon while I was drawing it is meaningless now – the powerful figure riding on its back is dressed in chainmail that’s useless against the rain. A moment later, the dragon’s sharp fierce eye is obliterated by the rain dripping off the edge of Chris’s cap.
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‘You’re a secret Dungeons and Dragons nerd?’ he says. ‘That is SO… well, so typical, I guess!’

He tosses my sketchbook back towards me. I totally miss it, obviously, and it lands on the thin patch of grass by the pavement.

As I’m bending down to pick it up, he pushes me slightly with his foot; it’s not even a shove really, just enough to knock me off balance and I fall forward.

‘See you in school, Poundland,’ he calls as he walks off.

See what I mean? Chris Tucker is the worst.
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CHAPTER TWO

TO BE HONEST, THE WHOLE Chris thing didn’t bother me too much. I get a good bit of stick from most people. I mean, most people don’t actually push me about. But pretty much everyone rips it out of me. Mainly because of the shoes.

Okay, here we go again – the shoes…

I guess I should describe them. Well, that’s easy – they’re ugly. Just plain ugly. Plastic leather, cheap, nasty. Everyone else has Stan Smiths or black Nikes or Reebok classics or something, and the other kids who wear actual shoe shoes have got ones that look, you know, decent. But mine cost just under a tenner and they look like it too.

So, yeah, I’m used to the ribbing. Doesn’t mean I like it – but I’m used to it.

I hadn’t zipped my bag up after Chris grabbed it, so when I fell, everything burst out of it like the world’s most disappointing firework and scattered across the pavement. It took me ages to scoop it all up, and in the end I had to sprint to make it to school on time. So now I’m sitting here, soaking wet, kind of puffing and gasping.

The head’s sat up there at the front of the stage with all the other teachers lined up either side of him. Like he’s the general of this bland middle-aged army. The same thing happens every time the head does an assembly. He greets us, then walks over to the far side of the hall to put on some dramatic music that is meant to inspire us all to greatness or something.

The head always shuts his eyes to ‘appreciate’ the music, but I think he just has a quick nap. He’s been doing the same thing for years. I know because Mum’s bloke, Greg, went to the same school and the head was there even way back then doing exactly the same thing.

So, anyway, the music finishes, the head nods to himself, then stands up to deliver the important news.

As per usual, it’s all about the kids who’ve been excelling at this, flourishing in that and striving for magnificence in the other. So we all get to sit back and listen to how Evie Smith’s been selected for the county championships in judo, how Naomi Zhao who used to go to our school has won some award for setting up a renewable energy business even though she’s only eighteen, and how David Forrester’s just passed his Grade Seven flute exam. Then we all do a big celebratory clap for them all together.

I mean, personally, I think I’d want a bit of the glory just for me and not to have to share it – but that’s not really an issue, because it’s not like it’s EVER going to happen. Not unless the head’s going to suddenly start giving out awards for most items of essential school equipment not brought in during a week.

So I’m sat there clapping, but there’s a big part of me that’s not clapping.

Well, to be honest, it’s most of me that’s not clapping. The only bits that are clapping are the palms of my hand, right? But, joking aside, the thing is, do you know why all these kids are good at this stuff?

And yeah, of course it’s practice. Of course it’s hard work. I’m not saying that Evie doesn’t live, sleep, breathe, eat and drink judo – she does, and, fair play, she’d make mincemeat out of me and pretty much anyone else who stepped up to her – but how do you get to practise this stuff? How do you get taught? A lot of the time it’s all extra – extra tuition, extra clubs at the weekend, extra time going to matches and practices, extra focus from your folks – extra money.

Remember I mentioned Cameron earlier, right? Cameron Romelle? He’s one hundred per cent my best friend and has been for forever, really. We came up from the same primary and I can’t remember a time that we weren’t friends. Anyway, he plays the violin and, I tell you what, he is amazing! To listen to him play is just… well… it’s like you’re floating along on a river of music or something – seriously it’s something else. But the thing is, I know full well he has two lessons a week. And they’re not cheap. I mean, like I say, I love to hear Cameron play. I’d love to be able to play like that – I love music generally – but you can’t eat it.

We’re done with the clapping now. The head rambles on about some other stuff, but I kind of zone out and the next thing I know we’re all filing out of the hall and Cameron’s running up towards me, his face lit up like Christmas and he’s zipping his bag open, reaching inside to pull something out.
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CHAPTER THREE

YOU KNOW WHEN YOU’RE really surprised by something? Like, completely, genuinely shocked? That sudden gasp of breath, as if you’ve just smashed through thin ice on a frozen river and your body temperature drops several degrees.

Well, that isn’t the feeling I get when Cameron shows me his new trainers.

They’re these limited-edition black and gold Nikes he had sent over from Japan. He was showing me them online when I was round at his the other day.

And, yeah, they’re nice – really nice – but seriously they cost loads. Probably more than my dad would bring home in over a month – even when he had a job. Cameron’s been on about them for a while now, saying how great they were, but he didn’t know if he’d be allowed to get them as his parents wanted him to save up for them, so that he’d… understand the value of money.

Now, don’t get me wrong, I like Cameron’s folks. I really do. They always chat to me when I go round, and genuinely seem to listen to what I’m saying, but seriously… that line about wanting Cameron to understand the value of money? I mean, come on! If Cameron expressed a passing interest in astronomy, they’d be buying him an observatory! So I knew it was just a matter of time before those trainers popped up.

‘See that bit?’ asks Cameron, pointing at a flexible panel on the side of his trainers, ‘it’s a screen! Check it out, you can customise it too. Look, I’ll show you, say cheese!’ Taking out his phone, Cameron snaps a shot of me, taps a few buttons in an app, bumps up the contrast, pings them over on Bluetooth, and then, seconds later, there’s my startled-looking face peering out from behind the gold tick on the side of his trainers.

‘Pretty sweet, right?’

‘Pretty sweet!’ I agree, clapping him on the back.

I mean, what can you do? He’s well excited, and I’m not about to rain all over his picnic. Besides, it’s not Cameron’s fault that he gets all this stuff – just like it’s not my fault that I don’t. It’s just the way things are.

‘So you still coming over tonight?’ he asks.

‘Let me check my diary…’ I say, pulling out an imaginary book and pretending to flick through the pages. ‘Yes,’ I say eventually. ‘You’ll be pleased to hear that tonight is, in fact, free.’

Cameron grins. His easy-going nature does what it always does and thaws me a little bit, softens some of my harder edges and makes me feel like a normal person again.

We’ll have a laugh later. I know we will. We’ll keep building that game we’ve been making online, and his dad will have sorted something amazing out for tea. Cameron’s dad LOVES food. He runs this company selling smoked salmon, smoked ham, smoked cheese and smoked ANYTHING. Seriously, I’d be surprised if he wasn’t working on a way to make smoked jelly and ice cream.
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Cameron looks over my shoulder and his face suddenly drops.

‘All right, losers?’ calls Chris Tucker as he strolls over, shoulders rolling left to right, as Zayn, Charlie and the rest of his mates walk along behind him.

‘What you got there, Romelle?’ asks Chris, looking at Cameron’s trainers, ‘Seriously? Is that Poundland’s face?’ He shakes his head. ‘Now I really have seen it all.’

Cameron looks down at the floor, all light extinguished from his eyes. Chris and that lot rip it out of me because I’m poor, but he does the same to Cameron because he’s smart. Well, not just because he’s smart – because he’s smart and kind and gentle, and he doesn’t seem to understand that sometimes bad things happen to good people for no reason. He’s also got a bit of a lisp, which he’s self-conscious about, and, to be honest, that’s pretty much the gift that keeps on giving to someone like Chris.

‘Go on then, let me have a look at your trainerth,’ Chris mimics.

His mates all laugh again.

‘Yeah, they’re thuper nice!’ adds Zayn, who’s basically Chris’s right-hand idiot. ‘Tho thmart!’

‘Give it a rest,’ I say, trying to sound firm, but my voice is wobbling all over the place. ‘Haven’t you got anything better to do?’

‘Nope,’ replies Chris, barely looking at me. ‘What are they anyway? Nikes, right?’ He shoves past me and grabs one of Cameron’s trainers, holding it up to his eye, so that everyone around can see. A crowd has gathered. Chris always does his best work in front of an audience.

‘Hideous!’ he spits eventually. ‘Totally overdone…’ He peers closer at Cameron’s new trainers. ‘Mummy and Daddy must have more money than sense!’

Chris glances down at my feet, a sneer curling on his lips. ‘I mean, in a weird way it makes sense… You’ve got one kid with the cheapest shoes in school and then another with the most expensive – but they’re both crap. Look at them, they make a great pair!’

He puts a hard emphasis on the word pair, as though it’s the cleverest pun ever. Which it clearly isn’t, but, even so, in that moment my mind is white with anger and I can’t think of a comeback.

I mean, later I’ll come up with all sorts of clever replies that will totally cut him down to size and then the imaginary Chris in my head will run away crying while everyone hails me a hero, but for now I just clench my jaw and shake my head, a tiny jagged motion, then I look away while everyone laughs.

Well, not quite everyone.
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‘It’s SO obvious you’re just jealous!’ rings out a voice, cutting the laughter dead. A clear solid voice that doesn’t waver at all. Exactly the kind of voice that I wish I had when I was talking to Chris Tucker.

‘Get lost, Kalia,’ shoots Chris, eyebrows darting together in a scowl. ‘None of your business, is it?’

‘Nope,’ agrees Kalia, a girl from Chris’s year. Striding over, she stands directly in front of him. ‘None at all. Just like it’s none of yours. Unless I’m wrong and you’ve suddenly become besties with these two?’

‘As if!’ mutters Chris. ‘Who’d want to hang round with these losers?’

Zayn coughs out a laugh.

‘In that case…’ continues Kalia, somehow radiating invisible waves of DANGER, even though she’s just standing casually and her voice is no louder than usual, ‘why don’t you just leave them alone, and trot off to class then?’

There’s a pause. Chris’s friends look at each other, then glance over at Chris. Kalia smiles.

‘Trot off?’ says Chris. He blinks, searching desperately for a way in, a chink in Kalia’s armour. ‘What do you think we are, horses?’

A light snorting of laughter follows but clearly no one’s really convinced.

‘Mm-hmm,’ replies Kalia, feigning confusion. ‘Okaaaay… So, anyway, this has been lovely…’ She slowly starts waving one hand and smiling in an impossibly fake way. ‘Byeee, Chris.’

‘Come on, mate,’ mutters Zayn, ‘it’s Science now. Atherton’s gonna lose it if we’re late again.’

Chris nods. Ignoring Kalia, he throws the trainer back at Cameron, hard. It smacks him on the side of the head, making him gasp and scramble about as he tries to catch it before it hits the floor.

My heart’s pounding in my chest, right up into my throat – hard, heavy strokes of adrenaline. But this is different to the usual fear and shame; this is something else. That was amazing! I’ve literally never seen anything like it. It’s like Kalia wasn’t scared at all. Like she genuinely couldn’t care less about what Chris or anyone else thought of her.

I shake my head and turn round to say something to her but she’s gone, striding away on her own through the dispersing crowd.

[image: Image]






CHAPTER FOUR

AFTER A FEW HOURS OF sitting, working, thinking, writing, running about a bit, and getting told off in Maths for not having my protractor, it’s the end of the day and Cameron and I are finally on the way back to his.

So, let’s just get this straight… Cameron’s house is kind of unbelievable, but the most unbelievable bit about it is how neither him nor his folks seem to even notice. I mean, they’ve even got different fridges; there’s one that’s just for drinks – smoothies, milkshakes, flavoured water, fizzy drinks, iced tea, whatever! Now, I’m not saying that they’ve got a robot butler who makes sure that the kitchen’s spotless and the cupboards are always totally full, but I will say that I’ve never seen an empty cupboard there, so you can draw your own conclusions.

Cameron opens their front door, a huge old wooden door that must weigh a ton but swings easily on well-polished thick brass hinges. Geometric tiles that are probably hundreds of years old spread across the floor, making a hypnotic pattern that leads you down the length of the hallway, which is easily as big as my living room. We take our shoes off as we walk in and I grin, like I always do – the floor’s warm, properly warm – underfloor heating the whole way through.

‘Come on, let’s get a drink,’ says Cameron, heading for the kitchen. ‘Fizzy apple, yeah?’ He runs forward, then skids across the tiles and slides on to the smooth wooden floor of the kitchen.

Turning to face me when he’s come to a standstill, Cameron looks back, one eyebrow raised. ‘You coming, or what?’

I shuffle my feet; one sock’s properly wet from that stupid hole in my shoe and I’m leaving soggy little prints behind me with each step.

‘What’s the matter?’ pushes Cameron, who hasn’t noticed my wet prints. ‘You think you’re too grown up for this now? Come on, Mr Serious, let’s see what you’re made of! Unless you’re scared you might slip over!’

This is what’s so great about Cameron: he just wants to learn stuff, make things, listen to music and have a laugh. None of the other stuff matters. With him you don’t need to be cool or popular or anything really. In Cameron’s little bubble you can just have fun – you can just be. We’ve been skidding across his floor together since I first visited his house. As I watch him turn and skid back towards me now, grinning his face almost in half, it’s like I can see him at all those different ages. Eight-year-old Cameron on his birthday party, skidding over as I walk in through the door. Five-year-old Cameron giving me tips on the best way to skid as far as possible. Nine-year-old Cameron staring at me wide-eyed and panicked when our game got out of hand, and we accidentally smashed some plates.

‘Nah, mate,’ I reply, ‘just didn’t want to have to beat you at your own game!’ I sprint forward and then, leading with the driest part of my foot, the heel, I start to skid.

‘A new technique?’ Cameron nods approvingly. ‘Niiiice.’

I skid all the way over and end up crashing into him. He nearly falls over, so I grab his arms to keep him upright and we wobble around for a bit, laughing like idiots.

‘Let’s get that juice then,’ he says, draping his arm across my shoulder as we walk over to the fridge. I smile as we go, my ruined shoes and my damp sock almost completely forgotten.

A couple of hours later and we’ve come up with a bunch of new levels for this game we’ve been building together. Now, I know you shouldn’t be all yay me!, but seriously it’s looking good. Really good. Recently I’ve been working on a few character designs in my sketchbook, so I take them out to show Cameron.

‘Mate! These are insane!’ he says.

I smile, a swell of pride pulsing out of my chest.

As Cameron’s looking through, I skip over the page that got ruined earlier, but he stops me.

‘What happened to that one?’

‘Ah, yeah… I spilt my drink on it.’

‘Right,’ he says slowly. He picks up a piece of wet grass that had been trapped between the pages and inspects the streaks of mud on the page. ‘What were you drinking? A grass and mud smoothie?’ He smiles but not in a mean way.

So I tell him all about what happened with Chris stupid Tucker earlier that morning. Cameron sucks in through his teeth.

‘Man, I hate that kid. You don’t need a crystal ball to know his future’s not looking great.’

I shrug. ‘Perhaps not, but I’m not fussed about his future. It’s the present day, where he pretty much rules the school, that bothers me!’

‘I hear you.’ Cameron nods his head, then he grins. ‘Tell you what, though, did you see his face when Kalia squared up to him? Pretty mad, right?’

‘Yeah… that was something else,’ I say, nodding.

To be honest, I’ve not been able to get that moment out of my mind. I keep seeing Kalia’s cool eyes holding Chris’s gaze until he looked away. She looked so calm, so strong. I think she’s pretty much the coolest person I’ve ever seen in real life.

‘You all right, mate?’ asks Cameron, lounging back in his gaming chair, peering over at me quizzically. ‘You’ve gone all quiet.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I’m good,’ I say.

Cameron looks at me. ‘Look, Will… Chris Tucker’s not going to be a problem our whole lives,’ he says. ‘I promise! Give it a few years and we’ll be well out of here! You know, you’ll be doing concept art or game design or something like that, and Chris Tucker’ll still just be knocking around here, doing the same old, same old.’

I grin at him. ‘Yeah, cheers, mate. Then we’ll set up our own games company together, right?’

Cameron grins back. ‘Yeah, for sure. W/C Games till I die!’

I laugh. We first decided we were going to set up a gaming company a few years ago, and for the name we just took the initials from Will and Cameron and put them together – W/C Games. I even designed the logo, until Cameron’s dad pointed out that a WC is another name for a toilet. It’s been a running joke ever since.

Anyway, we often chat about setting up a games company together when we’re older and on a good day I still feel like it’s all totally doable. But the thing is, I have lots of days that aren’t good days – days when the rose-tinted glasses are all smudged and grimy, and other days when they’re totally smashed. Still, W/C Games, it’s a nice idea – even if it’s never going to be anything more than that.
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‘Hey, mate, look, I was thinking –’ Cameron pauses, like he’s trying to pick his words carefully, like this is a bit of a speech he’s been rehearsing – ‘now that I’ve got those new trainers, I was thinking you could have my old ones, if you like? Those black ones? The Pumas? See, they’re quite a narrow fit and my feet are pretty much square!’ He laughs but it feels all wrong, like he’s trying to make a guitar sound like a trumpet. ‘See, they’ve always pinched a bit on the side, and I know your shoes have pretty much had it, right?’

I look at him. ‘Yeah, they’ve had it,’ I say, breathing deeply through my nose. ‘But seriously, Cameron, I’m not looking for your hand-me-downs.’

‘Mate! Come off it!’ says Cameron, doing that horrible awkward laugh again. ‘I just know that your feet are narrower than mine, so I thought you might like them. No worries, though – I can just take them to the charity shop.’

‘Yeah, that’d be right…’ I say, a bitter heat rushing through me. ‘A charity shop? That’s what I mean. I’m not a charity! Come on, Cameron! How do you think that makes me feel?’
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