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  The night was cold. The temperature had been dropping all day and now a sleety rain was falling, making the paving stones gleam in the lamp light. Amir’s bag cut into his shoulder, reminding him of the days when he was plumper, when Nargus used to laugh and tell him he would grow fat and she wouldn’t love him any more.


  “I’ll be fat, but I’ll be rich,” he’d told her.


  “You’ll still love me.” She’d punched his shoulder in mock outrage. He wondered where she was and what had happened to her, then pushed the thought away. Not here. Not now.


  He hitched the bag higher. He needed it, heavy though it was. It contained all his possessions: a change of clothes, a sleeping bag, a wind-up torch, his books and his Q’ran, some tea bags and some biscuits.


  He sighed and let the bag slide to the ground, straightening up and stretching to ease his spine. The dual carriageway behind him was still busy with the roar of traffic and the rattle of heavy lorries racing past. In front of him, the steep hill vanished into the shadow of a railway viaduct. The street, lined with industrial sheds and old brick warehouses, was empty.


  He’d already been walking for 20 minutes and he had at least another 20 minutes’ fast walking ahead of him before he reached the old church where the night shelter was based. The hill looked formidable and his energy was fading. He could walk back into the city, try and find a place to sleep – the bus station, a shop doorway – but places like that weren’t safe. Late at night, the streets were the home of drunks, drug users and the police.


  He really didn’t want to run into the police.


  He switched on his phone, using up valuable charge, in case there was a message from Tehreem. Tehreem had a room and sometimes, against the rules of the National Asylum Seekers Support, let Amir spread his sleeping bag on the floor, but he hadn’t called.


  Amir could feel the cold creeping through his layers of clothing. He summoned his resources and picked the bag up again. It was the shelter or the streets, and the streets weren’t an option. He pushed himself into movement, and encouraged his weary legs with promises: nearly there, nearly there.


  The sound of footsteps broke his concentration. Years of street living made him move quickly. He shoved his phone into his inside pocket, checking automatically for the plastic edge of his identity card. The phone was his lifeline and the card gave him what few rights remained to him. He backed against the wall and waited.


  The footsteps approached rapidly, and as the person behind him drew closer, there was enough light from the moon for Amir to see her face.


  It was a young woman. He didn’t remember seeing her before. There was no danger of a mugging here. Her footsteps slowed as she walked towards him. He realised that she knew who he was and had been following him. He waited.


  “Hello. I see you at the place, the… Nadifa.” She meant Nadifa’s House, a small support centre that gave what help it could to destitute asylum seekers like Amir. Amir worked there as a volunteer.


  “Are you… a place. I need a place. To sleep.” Her English was heavily accented, and she was struggling to find the words. “Could I… come with you? Or stay with you? If… On the street, I meant.”


  Amir hesitated. He didn’t want to be responsible for her. In this kind of life, it was hard enough to take care of yourself. There was very little left for anyone else. He shook his head slowly, about to say no, but something stopped the word from coming. She was very young, still in her teens.


  Her face was pinched with the cold. She was wearing jeans and a jacket, far too thin for the winter night. The beads in her hair clacked together as she pushed it back from her face, and he saw traces of bruising high on her cheek.


  “I can… If you let me stay with you, you can…” She struggled to find the words. “…fuck,” she said. “You can… with me.”


  Amir wondered what had happened to her since she had arrived in this country to bring her to this. The weight of responsibility settled round his shoulders. When he spoke to her, he switched to Arabic and kept his words formal to remove any possibility of misunderstanding. “No. Please. My sister, there is no need.” He was puzzled. Nadifa’s House had limited resources, but they wouldn’t leave a young and vulnerable girl like this on the streets. “Why didn’t you ask at Nadifa’s House?”


  She looked away, and didn’t answer. He tried again. “You must go back to them. Tomorrow. They can help you.”


  She nodded, still not meeting his gaze. He wasn’t sure if she would listen to him, and for now, she was his responsibility.


  She was too young to be out on her own. The shelter he was heading for didn’t offer any accommodation for women, but there might be something they could do. If not, maybe he should stay with her on the street. He didn’t want to do that. The cold was eating into his bones, and the thought of warmth was irresistible. “I know a place. They might help you.”


  She chewed her lip, looking round the dark road. “Where?”


  “Not far.”


  Her eyes went past him, to the hill behind them. “Not the street?”


  “Not the street. Come on. We should go. It’s too cold to stay here.” He began moving, and after a moment, she followed him. He looked at the girl trudging up the hill beside him, trying to plan ahead. There was every chance she would be turned away, then… what was he going to do?


  It all depended who was on duty. If it was his friend Andre Mutombo … Mutombo knew what it was to have no home. He was a refugee from the Democratic Republic of Congo. Unlike Amir, his claim for refugee status had been accepted and for the time being, he was allowed to stay, along with his two small boys. Amir had met him at Nadifa’s House where they both did voluntary work. The two men were good friends. Amir switched on his phone, trying to work out how much credit he had left, and keyed in Andre’s number.


  As if in response, a phone rang. The girl jumped and took it out of her pocket. She checked the screen and switched it off, shaking her head and looking around nervously. Andre wasn’t answering. There was no point in leaving a message. Amir would find out if he was on duty soon enough.


  The girl wrapped her arms round herself, and the small bag she was carrying slipped out of her hands. He picked it up and gave it back to her, realising that her fingers must be numb with cold. He hesitated – it was everyone for himself in this life – then pulled off his jacket and wrapped it round her shoulders. “Come on.”


  The girl’s steps became slower and more reluctant as he led the way. Amir tried to conceal his impatience. She was cold and she was probably ill. She seemed frightened as well.


  They were walking through residential streets now, rows of red brick terraces in the intermittent street light. The pavement was uneven, the flagstones gleaming as a thin rain began to fall. A dog barked somewhere close by, and the girl shrank against him.


  Their slow pace meant it was almost half an hour before they reached the shelter. It stood at the top of a steep, narrow street. The girl’s grip on his arm dragged as she moved, step by reluctant step.


  The shelter was half way up the hill, barely visible behind a wall, the gate opening onto a small yard. The sign outside said, “St Barnabas Church Hall,” with a faded list of opening times below. He was aware of her footsteps slowing even more. “Is this…?” Her voice was a whisper.


  It was just gone 11. As Amir watched, a light came on and the doors opened. Like magic, people emerged from the shadows round about, from where they had been waiting in the cold. He squinted, trying to focus, and thought he saw a tall, broad silhouette move across the window. Andre Mutombo. Relief flooded through him. He could hand the girl over and rest. “Come on.”


  Before he could react, she turned on her heel and fled back down the road into the shadows, vanishing with his coat into the night.


  “Hey!” He moved to follow her, then realised the weight of the bag would make it impossible for him to catch her up. He dithered, moved the way she’d gone, then stopped, muttering a curse under his breath. The lure of shelter was irresistible. She’d be OK, she’d got his coat. She wouldn’t freeze. He might. There was nothing else he could do.


  Now he was here, he allowed himself to feel the cold, and to acknowledge he was hungry. He had food in his bag.


  Unlike the girl.


  He was frozen, but he had warmth and shelter waiting for him.


  Unlike the girl.


  The shelter didn’t offer much. He would have to unroll his sleeping bag onto the floor. He’d be out on the street in the cold again at eight the next morning with the long walk back into the city in front of him and another day ahead, but he could sleep safely.


  Unlike the girl.


  He crossed the road to the entrance and rang the bell. Andre’s bulk filled the small window, and the door opened. “Amir!” Andre gestured him in with a companionable arm. “The kettle’s on. I’ve got the chess board set out if you…”


  Amir shook his head. “I can’t stay. I have to do something. Can I leave this?” He indicated the bag. “And come back later…?”


  “How much later? Radcliffe’s in charge tonight. He might not let you in.” Radcliffe was the minister of St Barnabas Church. “Are you in trouble?”


  “It
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