
Christmas Eve was usually the best night of the year for her.
People left their shopping until too late. Or else there was that one person who had been forgotten, in the mad rush 

to find gifts for everyone else. The girl on the corner selling bootleg DVDs seemed like a reprieve. A small gift for these 
forgetful people.

Her goal tonight was to buy herself a Christmas present. A motel room for the night. A cheap motel sure. Thin walls
and questionable sheets. But still, heat- all night long. A hot shower to wash away the accumulated grime of the city streets. 
It would cost her over a hundred dollars. But on Christmas Eve it was doable. The DVDs were new releases or things that 
had left theaters but not yet had an official DVD release. But pricing them at only a few dollars each, she could sell a lot in a
short time.

But tonight there were several challenges. For one thing it was freezing and had started to snow. Not the light, 
pleasant flakes that make everything look like a winter wonderland. This was an icy, slippery snow that made people want 
to get indoors as soon as possible. They pushed past her when she approached and fanned her wares out in front of them. 
They'd re-gift something they'd gotten at the office if they'd forgotten anyone. It just wasn't worth it to stand out here in the 
icy, raw, evening.

The other problem was the police. They made rounds every ten or fifteen minutes so she had to time herself 
carefully. Not that night in lockup would be the worst thing. It was indoors and probably heated. But she was fairly sure that
it would mean a night with the city's junkies; the drunk and the high. If she wanted that she could just spend the evening in 
her apartment.

Yes, technically she had a home. And heat and a shower. But she also had a father and a brother and their friends. 
The reek smoke was always present; the bitter smell of tobacco and the earthy smell of marijuana. Sometimes, depending on
who was around, there was also the sickly sweet smell of crack. 

There were other hazards as well: she had to dodge the glass from broken bottles, the needles from an errant 
syringe left lying about. But above all the hands. Not her father or brother thankfully. But their friends. Their hands were 
everywhere. Her father and brother laughed. They told her to loosen up. She'd rather die. If she stayed there it was only a 
matter of time before the hands weren't the problem anymore. She'd rather take her chances in the cold, wet, streets.

But it was getting dark and there were fewer people on the streets now. She slipped into an ally where the roof 
provided an overhang. She crouched beneath it to count her earnings, hiding the money in her hands and using her body as a
shield so no passing thieves would think her easy prey.

She had a lot, but not enough.
She sighed as she pocketed the cash and considered her options. Not home. Never that. Even if she could find a 

shelter with room the odds of her leaving it tomorrow with the money still on her person were not good. She'd find a 
subway station to spend the night. Tomorrow morning would be Christmas. There might still be a few last minute gifts 
needed, as people made their way to their destinations. She might earn enough for a night in a hotel tomorrow. She would 
find a subway station in a minute. For now, she was too tired, too cold, to get up.

She leaned her back against the building and blew on her gloved hands in a futile attempt to warm them further. 
Various litter had accumulated beneath the overhang. She rustled among it for something- anything- useful. Then luck! 
Perhaps. A cigarette lighter. She held it up to see if it hand any fluid inside but the streetlight was too far off and the snow 
too think for her to see. She tried it. A small spark and then nothing. On the second try she produced a flame. Result! She 
thought gleefully and and warmed her cold hands over the small flame. She couldn't make a small fire, she realized, looking
around her. It was too wet. But she held the flame as close to her skin a she dared, basking in it's warmth.

Her life had not always been like this. She could barely remember her mother, who died when she was just a baby. 
But according to her grandmother it was at that time that her father began his epic quest to lose himself in any substance 
possible, taking his teenage son along for the ride. Before that, her grandmother had claimed, he'd been a decent man. Not 
great, but he had loved his family. In a way the car that hit her mother destroyed him too, and her brother along with them 
both. But as long as she'd had her grandmother it wasn't too bad. She stayed in her grandmother's tiny apartment. They both 
lived on a small social security check but it was warm and they'd had each other. There was someone to care that she went 
to school and was served a decent meal even when times were tough.

Crap! Her finger must have slipped because the lighter went out. Please don't be out of fluid already, she prayed. A 
smile spread across her face as the flame caught one again. Maybe she wouldn't have to go to a subway station tonight, she 
thought. Churches have midnight mass on Christmas Eve, don't they? Maybe I could go to a church during the mass- they 
wouldn't me away for looking dirty- and find a hiding place to spend the night. She'd never been religious. Nor had her 
Grandmother for that matter. She didn't even think she was a specific religion. But they couldn't know that in church. 
Anyway, if asked she could always say that she'd recently had a religious awakening.

Her fingers lost their grip once again. She should get going. Find a church someplace. Only she was so tired, and 
this overhang protected her from worst of the wind and snow. She'd stay for a few more minutes. Just until the lighter fluid 
ran out, she thought as she relight the flame.



Her grandmother had died a year ago. Old age. She'd come home from school to find her grandmother on the floor. 
“No one lives forever,” the paramedic had told her. In case she didn't already know. After that she'd moved back in with her 
father and brother. She'd stayed about two weeks. That's when the hands started. She was better off sleeping in shelters, in 
subway stations, anywhere she could find. Not as bad as it sounds. She still got a hot meal in school every day. She could 
shower in the gym most days too. She could even spend the night on occasion without anyone noticing. But Christmas 
vacation was hard. She would graduate in a few years which would be harder still...

She didn't feel the cold anymore. Not really. She'd gotten used to it. Maybe now she should get up. It's just that she 
was so tired. And the snow and the wind were brutal out there. Her numb finger slipped from the lighter and she struggled to
control her hands enough to get it re-lit. She was sure that the fluid was running low. When it runs out, she promised herself.
That's when I'll get up and find a place for the night.

The flame caught once again. It was on nights like this- when she had a week to go without school, without 
anywhere to go, that she missed her grandmother the most. Still she had been loved. That was more than a lot of people 
could lay claim to. She imagined that the wall against her back was her grandmother's torso. She called to mind the memory
of her grandmother soft lap, that she would crawl into as a child. She could smell her grandmother's scent now, the one that 
she always associated with warm things: soup, tea, being tucked into her own bed... Her grandmother's arms were around 
her now and she snuggled into them warmly as she drifted off to sleep. She was so happy, so loved, that she didn't even 
noticed when the lighter went out.

The next morning was icy and cold. Raj brought his partner Adam a cup of hot coffee from the 7-11, pretty much 
the only place on the block that was open on Christmas day. Adam and Raj weren't usually partners but they'd volunteered 
to work on Christmas since neither celebrated the holiday. Not only did working today mean that the others could be at 
home with their families on the holiday, but it made for major goodwill on the force. If either of them needed to take some 
time off here or there, they could call in a favor.

“Thanks,” Adam said, as he accepted the coffee from Raj. The hot cup warmed his hands. Briefly he wondered 
why gloves seemed to stop working about ten minutes after you put them on.

The sun shone in the early morning but offered no warmth and the streets were still slippery from last nights storm. 
Raj stepped on a patch of ice and slipped, and Adam caught him by the arm, and dragged him back up.

“You okay?” Adam asked.
“Yeah, thanks,” Raj replied. He seemed distracted. He glanced into the ally by the store.
“What is it?” said Adam.
“I think someone's in there...”  Raj was in the ally now. “Hey get over here!” He called to Adam.
When Adam saw what Raj had found, he cursed softly under his breath. Raj had already taken off his gloves to feel

for a pulse. He looked up at Adam and shook his head. “Nothing.”
Really checking for a pulse had been a formality. The girl's lips were blue. That was the only color in her face. A 

thin layer of frost had already formed over her body.
Adam muttered “Poor thing, she's just a kid.” and called it in. They'd need to get a forensic investigation started. 

Though it seemed perfectly obvious to Adam that she'd frozen to death in the night
“What's this?” Raj said.
Adam knelt down beside him, careful not to disturb anything. A cigarette lighter was clutched in the girl's death 

grip


