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      Here's so cold, and winds outside are frightening,

      But in dreams--ah, that's what I like best:

      I can see the darling angel children,

      When I shut my sleepy eyes and rest.

      
        
        Hans Christian Anderson, “The Dying Child”
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      Thump-step.

      How he hates that sound! The sound of crutch striking against stone! The cobbles make to trip him but he resists with what little balance and strength he has. There a lamppost! A resting place created by the city for beggars such as he.

      The clattering of wagon wheels interrupts his heavy breathing. A noble man it is indeed who rushes by with such fine horses and iron clad wheels. His passage wakes the city.

      An old dog barks. Also a cripple and a beggar, the dog often competes with him for meager scraps. He ignores the animal. At the present his interests lay not with his stomach but in an empty lot ahead. Debris covers the place where a fine building once stood. It burned to the ground last winter. The ashes of the once majestic structure now hold a rare sight of beauty in this landscape so blighted by humanity. In the ash enriched soil sprouts a flower garden. Every day he can manage he tends the flowers.

      Thistles and weeds attempt to raise their heads and he strikes them down, killing them with reckless abandon. Nearby he found a discarded miner’s pick. When he cannot pluck the weeds with his weak arms he uses it to tear them from the earth..

      As he rounds the corner a fit of coughing doubles him over. He leans on another strategic lamppost and closes his eyes.

      Medicine served up in dreams heals his ruined frame but he wakens daily to the reality of his life. A runaway from the orphanage where the headmaster touched all the boys in unpleasant ways and continued to receive payment from the Baron anyway, the streets became his home and the stray dogs his family. The other beggars became his competition.

      He learned the harsh rules of street life. He walked without fear, ate with regularity that made others jealous, and even shared when he could. He kept only one thing completely to himself. This flower garden.

      On a Thursday he saw the doctor walking home. In his arms he held a bundle of flowers bought from the market. An idea bloomed.

      There’s no harm in trying, he thought.
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      “Drink this.”

      The taste assaults his tongue and bruises it worse than the rotgut wine the older beggars make in barrels under the bridge.

      “You’re a sick young man.”

      He nods.

      “Where are your parents?”

      “Ain’t got any.”

      “You don’t have any. At least speak properly.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Why do you not live at the orphanage?”

      He shrugs.

      “Never mind. I see the sores and bruises of those boys. Better to roam the streets than to suffer the hand of Olaf, eh?”

      He nods. The doctor corrected his poor speech so strictly he fears to utter an answer that might bring an end to his treatment.

      “Where did you get the flowers?”

      He shrugs again.

      “You didn’t steal them?”

      A head shake.

      “No matter then. They please my wife. I’m going to give you this.” He writes in a beautiful script on a piece of precious paper. “It’ll help with your cough. Stay away from sleeping near the river. Drink water from the fountains when you can. Come back next Thursday with more flowers and I’ll check on you again.”

      “Thank you sir, but I can’t pay the druggist.”

      “Tell him to place it to my charge. Here, let me write it for you.” He scribbles again and holds the paper out.

      The beggar takes it. “Thank you sir. I ain’t. . .you’re very kind.”

      The doctor tussles his hair as a father would a son’s. “See you next week.”

      Afraid, he doesn’t go to the pharmacy the first week. The second week he does. The third he feels a little better.
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      He leans against the lamppost once more and looks at his dying garden. He shakes the brown bottle and looks at the tiny amount of liquid remaining there. His forehead burns with fever and he doesn’t see the doctor until tomorrow.

      The flowers wilt. The heat beats down on them day after day. He brings water when he can. Opens the dying petals and scatters seeds over the rich soil. The sun shines too strong without the shadow of clouds or rain.

      “Driest summer in decades,” he hears the old men say.

      He toils on. Flowers serve as currency. Until last week he felt much better.

      Thursday on his way downtown after delivering flowers and seeing the doctor he saw the dog standing on his hind legs digging through the trash behind the bakery.

      Bread, he thought. Energy giving bread. Even days old and dry and covered with mold, bread fills his belly like nothing else. Pocketing the brown bottle of medicine he walked over. The dog eyed him and growled. Not an entirely uncommon situation.

      He reached for a stale loaf to call his own, and the dog bit him.

      He howled in pain. Blood welled up where teeth punctured the skin. He dropped the bread and backed away. The dog kept munching away.

      The next night he struck the dog with his crutch while it slept. It whimpered and ran away. It seemed now that the dog would have the last laugh after all.

      He looks at his hand. Red and swollen, six fat lines run up his arm from the teeth marks. Monday the fever struck. Tuesday it got better, today worse again. The red lines thicken, the swelling threatens to split his skin.

      The bucket sloshes against his bad leg as he limps across the lot. Spread seeds. Water the flowers. Pink, red, yellow, orange. Once open to the sky, their heads now bow low.

      He finds himself on his hands and knees, head swimming, pain unbearable. He plucks the best of the pitiful plants and struggles to his feet. He will go see the doctor a day early.

      He staggers from post to post, sweat stinging his eyes, the crutch and his bad leg a constant hindrance.

      Staggers up the steps and strikes the door as hard as his weakened condition allows. The doctor’s wife responds to the timid tapping.

      He sways, holding out the flowers. She snatches them from his trembling hand.

      “Come quickly Ham! It’s the boy!” He hears her call out to her husband, and then he falls face first into their home.
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      Mom pulls the stocking hat down over my bald head, and pats me on the shoulder. She cries a lot.

      I have cancer and there’s nothing I can do about it. Mom and dad try to tell me it’s okay, but I hear them at night, and I have a computer. I’m smart for my age, and I know my chances.

      Not good. Most of my friends talk about what they want to be when they grow up. Firemen, policemen, miners, doctors, vets. I don’t think I will ever grow up so I’m trying to make the most of every day. If I grow up I want to be an angel.

      Dad honks the horn and I grab my skis. My legs are really tired, but I don’t want to tell him. I want to ski today until I can’t any more. Any time he offers to take me, I go with my dad. Mom worries but he argues with her. After all, what could the harm be? Either I die doing something I want to do, or I just die.

      Death isn’t scary to me. I already see the angels. They talk to me from time to time. Usually it’s when I’m in the hospital and the doctors are giving me the special drugs or an I.V. of some sort. I know what the stuff does, even if they don’t want me to.

      The medicine kills cells. Most of the time it kills the cells they want it to, or at least tries to stunt their growth. It kills good cells too, the stuff that makes up me. I’m Zach, I’m twelve, and they tell me I am very brave. I don’t feel brave though. I feel scared.

      I’m dying. I don’t know when. But today I’m going skiing with my dad.
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      It’s called a terrain park, but it’s not really terrain. At least that’s what dad says. Man-made obstacles aren’t really terrain at all. They’re anti-terrain. He comes in here with me because he loves me. He even learned to slide rails and do the C-box. The thing my dad is good at is the jumps. Big air. Even though the tricks he does are pretty old, I still cheer.

      He’s coming over the jump now, and I hold the video camera as steady as I can. My hands are starting to shake, and I know I’ve pushed myself too hard. It’s time to go in and rest my body. Get something to eat, hydrate a bit. What I really need is to go home but I don’t want this day to be over.

      He flies over the lip into view and does a simple 180, landing backwards. He skis up to me and spins around.

      “How you feeling Zach?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “I think we should go in kiddo.”

      “One more run.”

      “Z-man. . .”

      “Please dad.”

      He can’t tell me no. We ski to the lift and head up one more time.

      At the top I see the familiar sign. “6500 feet.” I love the mountain top, but I can hardly breathe now. One more run will be plenty for the day.

      “Ready?” Dad asks.

      “Race you down!” I take off. I skate a little at first to get some speed, even though I know he’ll catch up to me.

      The wind whips past me. My vision starts to blur, and I can’t get enough air into my lungs. I try to cry out, but I feel the world tilting as I fall over. I feel my skis release and I leave them behind on the snow. I drop my poles too, and hear dad laughing. He thinks it’s just one of my famous “Zach yard sale” crashes.

      The sky twirls in my goggle distorted vision as I spin down the hill on my back unable to control myself. I slide for a really long time.

      I finally stop, and I feel air gradually coming back into my lungs. Nothing hurts. I try to sit up, but I just don’t have the strength. My head gets a few inches off the snow and then drops back.

      Dad’s face enters my vision, and his smile falters.

      “Zach?”

      I try to answer him, but I can hardly breathe. “Tired,” I finally manage.

      “Okay. I’m gonna get us some
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