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MIRI

“Stand,” I tell my smart little pony, once she’s come to a halt in the farmyard. There’s a little hook at the front of my specially-adapted cart to prevent the reins falling to the ground, and I drop them over it. 

I press the button to activate the powerful brakes anyway, but of course Maggie flicks her ears and stands perfectly still, the way she always does. With effort, I rotate my swivel seat, push the button to lower the ramp, then get my special crutches under my arms and limp slowly down to the ground.

“Merch dda,” I praise her in Welsh, then in English, “Good girl.” I make a fuss of her, rubbing her hairy cheeks and soft nose with my knuckles since my fingers don’t work very well. “Good girl. Let’s get you out of there.”

Like practically everything in my life, her harness—trimmed with hi-vis ‘Assistance Pony’ signage—is adapted so that I can put it on and off her myself. Most of it fastens with heavy-duty Velcro, with big cloth loops on the back allowing me to slip my hand through and pull with my stronger wrists.

A slow, painstaking, and exhausting process, it is, but finally, Maggie is in her stall and I can head back to the farmhouse.

Slowly. Very slowly. 

My legs shake under me and every once-broken bone aches fiercely. Ugh, why didn’t I bring my power chair out to the stables this morning?

Because it was morning, and I felt energetic and didn’t think ahead...

“S’mae, Miri,” Dad greets me in Welsh as he appears from the workshop. Then he frowns. “Look like you’re about to fall down, you do. Perch on here, and I’ll get your chair, I will.” He kicks the tire of the ATV and strides into the farmhouse.

Reluctantly, I rest my aching butt against the rear rack of the quadbike. Sometimes it’s still hard to come to terms with how disabled I am now. Fourteen going on ninety-four.

No, I’m not having a pity party. I can walk a little. There are small things I can do on the farm. I can drive my pony-trap. The whole reason I’m this zonked is because Annie and I went for a picnic on the hill.

Okay, so we could barely leave the path. Okay, Annie was chattering about how her uncle had promised to take her on a hike right to the top of the mountain one day very soon. Okay, I’ll never do that.

But I can do enough. I refuse to feel sorry for myself. I mean, a year ago, just after the accident, I thought I’d be lying in bed for the rest of my life.

Dad comes out driving my chair like it’s a rather slow go-cart. After the usual discomfort of getting sat down, the custom contours of the seat cradle my geriatric body. My useless fingers grip the joystick, just enough. Then I’m zipping into the house at speed. Well, at speed compared to me on my feet.

I love being able to walk that little bit, but it’s nice to have my wheels back afterwards!

As I cross the kitchen, my phone bleeps at me from where it hangs around my neck. I slip my fingers through its hand loop and pull it away from my chest so I can see the screen.

A text from Daniel:

Can we talk?

My chest tightens. Not long after I first met Daniel, when I was in a top children’s hospital in London after my accident, and he was there having chemo for his leukemia, he confided in me his strange feeling that he would “never be going to university,” as he put it. Since then he’s become a really good friend to me, despite being a couple of years older, so I live in fear that his prophetic feeling will become reality. 

Seventeen, he is, so university is two years closer for him than it is for me. But the last I heard, his leukemia was still well in remission.

Please God, don’t let that have changed.

Mum sticks a slice of fresh buttered bread into my mouth as I zip past her—I nod and mumble “Diolch” around my mouthful. Thanks, Mum.

Once in my room, I park in front of my computer, disentangle my wrist from my phone loop and balance the bread on the back of my hand, because it’s easier and less painful than trying to grip it. Very good at balancing things, I am now, even if I sometimes feel a bit like a dog doing tricks.

The bread is soon gone. I unhook my phone from around my neck, placing it on the desk.

“Start listening,” I tell it. Then, “Call Daniel. Speaker.”

Dialing sounds begin almost at once.

I love voice control.

“Hi, Miri,” Daniel’s cheerful voice soon answers. His face fills the screen, pale skin, brown hair, and calm grey eyes just now gleaming with excitement. “How are you?”

“Iawn,” I answer, switching between Welsh and English because he knows me well enough to understand the basics. “I’m really good, I am. Sut wyt ti?”

“Oh, I’m great. I’m finally on the football team, can you believe it? I’m crediting Pier Giorgio Frassati for that.”

“That mountain-climbing saint you’re obsessed with?”

I hear a faint note of longing in my voice that I didn’t mean to be there, and wish I’d left off the last few words. I would love to climb a mountain, I would, to stand on top of the clouds, on top of the world—Dad, my birth dad, that is, he was going to take me up Yr Wyddfa when I was old enough—but I’ve accepted it’s something I’ll never ever do. 

I have.

“That’s the one. His sainthood is finally confirmed!”

“Was getting you onto the football team the miracle that swung it?” I joke.

We both laugh, me a little harder than it warrants because I’m feeling so relieved. If Daniel’s just got onto the football team, then he must be okay. Fitter than he’s been since I’ve known him, in fact.

“Anyway, on the subject of the—no doubt—future-patron-saint-of-student-sports-and-mountaineering,” Daniel says, “my youth group is organizing a Pier Giorgio Frassati pilgrimage to Italy this July. And everyone agrees it would be awesome if you could come too.”

Takes me a while to work through all this and figure out what he’s saying, it does.

“What, come to...to Italy? For real?”

“Yeah. We’re going to Turin—that’s where Pier Giorgio was born and lived most of the time, and Pollone—that’s where his family spent their holidays. And we’ll spend the most time at Oropa, a sanctuary up in the mountains.”

“Up in the mountains?” I picture high peaks and clouds. My heart is pounding so hard.

“Yeah, there’s literally this huge basilica and pilgrim complex just sitting up there. They call it ‘the shrine between earth and sky.’ It’s amazing.”

My over-excited heart suddenly plunges into a pothole. “Hang on... How much does it cost?” Mum and Dad won’t be able to afford it, they won’t. No way. He must know that. A spark of anger stirs. Why did he even ask me?

“No, that’s the cool part. We’re all fundraising as much as we can and putting it into a common fund. So money isn’t an issue.”

I’m silent for a long moment. I really, really, really want to go. But... “You know I’m going to be rubbish at fundraising? I mean, I’ll try my best, I will, but there’s so little I can do...”

“It’s fine. Your best is all that’s required, even if it’s one pound and fifty pence.”

I laugh. “I hope I can do better than that. I’m sure Annie will help... Hey, can Annie come? She’s Catholic too. And she’ll be doing more of the fundraising than I will, you know that. Which doesn’t seem fair if she can’t come, it doesn’t.”

“I don’t see why not. There’s space. So, we’re putting down a deposit on the accommodation at the end of this month, then we’ve got three and a half months to raise the rest, okay? I really, really want us to go this July if we possibly can.”

“Heck, yeah! I’ve gotta call Annie. We need to think of some ways to raise money!”

“I’ll email you a list of ideas, though they’re geared to London and might not all work out there in the Welsh countryside. Happy fundraising!”

When we’ve ended the call, I stare at the wall for ages without seeing it. Italy! Could I really be going to Italy? I can’t believe it.

I open my mouth to tell my phone to call Annie, then shut it again. No, first, I’ll just check that Mum and Dad are okay with this. Annie’s mum will never let her go by herself. Despite her Down’s Syndrome, Annie goes to normal school and keeps up okay, but she’s slightly younger than me, she is, and definitely a little too trusting for her own good.

“Mum?” I drive back out into the kitchen at top speed. “Mum!”

––––––––
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DANIEL

When I go back downstairs, Razim’s sitting on the couch in the lounge with his nose in his Bible, which he keeps at my house since he only dares read it here. He still hasn’t managed to tell his Muslim parents that he’s become a Christian.

He glances up at me. “One more for the pilgrimage, then?”

“Two. He wants to bring his friend Annie. I said it was okay. He actually only met her really recently, but they became, like, instant best mates.”

Razim shrugs. “The more the merrier. I’m just hoping my parents don’t change their minds.”

Razim’s parents let him attend the church youth group on the grounds that it’s primarily a social group, and it will keep him out of trouble. He downplayed the religious aspects of the trip as much as he could without outright lying, but we were still surprised when they said he could go—for the cultural experience. It’s like it never even crosses their minds that he might convert—which is making it even harder for him to break it to them that he already has.

Well, that and his psycho extremist brother, who might slit his throat.

I fish a print-out from my pocket and flop down on the sofa beside him. “Raz, you know the highlight of the whole pilgrimage is the ascent of Mount Mucrone at Oropa, and Mass on the summit?”

“The way Pier Giorgio often did it? Of course. I can’t wait.”

“Well, Miri will have to stay down at the Sanctuary, or at best, the cable car station, while we make the climb. Which stinks.”

Razim eyes me. “Yeah, it does, but what other option is there? We all miss the mountain climb?”

“No, of course not.” I unfold the print-out. “I read this article the other day. What do you think?”

Razim grabs it, flattens it, and reads. It’s about a disabled guy whose friends built an adult-sized back-carrier and take him everywhere with them on their outdoor pursuits.

“Oh, man,” says Razim, before long. “I know what you’re thinking. But even if I can make one, it’s not going to work.”

My heart sinks. “Why not?”

––––––––
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MIRI

Described by Pope John Paul II as “A Man of the Eight Beatitudes,” Pier Giorgio Frassati died at the age of twenty-four from polio, three days after his grandmother died of old age. He was born in Turin on 6th April 1901 to an upper middle class family, I read from my phone screen as I wait for Annie to come over. His father was Alfredo Frassati, the well-off founder and owner of a newspaper called La Stampa, later the Italian ambassador to Germany, and his mother, Adelaide Ametis, was a painter.

The sound of an ATV engine approaching draws my attention from these dry facts. I zip my chair to the kitchen window and look out. Yep, it’s Annie, it is. She cruises to a neat stop outside the farmhouse, and immediately leaps off. Our mean old sheepdog Owl slinks towards her snarling, then melts into tail-wagging second-puppyhood as she fearlessly begins scratching behind his ears. 

I couldn’t imagine telling her something THIS big on the phone, I couldn’t—not when she only lives down the lane such a short distance. Bursting with impatience, I lean and rap on the glass with the back of my wrist, though the impact makes my fingers twinge. She looks up from Owl, sees me, and hurries on into the house.

“S’mae, Miracle Mann!” She always makes my full name sound cool rather than weird or funny. “S’mae, Mrs. Mann.” 

“S’mae, Annie.” Mum smiles at her. “Some extremely hywl news for you, Miri has.” 

Mum’s already spoken to Annie’s mum on the phone. She’s thorough like that. Wouldn’t risk getting Annie’s hopes up any more than I would.

“Oh, and here’s some cookies to celebrate.” Mum puts a plate on the kitchen table and retreats to her little home office just off the old tiled hall.

“Yum. Diolch, Mrs. Mann,” Annie calls after her, then plunks down at the kitchen table and grabs a cookie, balances it carefully on the back of my hand, then picks up another for herself. “What’s going on, Miri?”

“You know my friend Daniel, who lives in London?” I quickly explain everything, and her eyes get wider and wider, the cookie in her hand forgotten.

“Wow!” she keeps saying. “Wow! Italy! That’s super hywl!” But eventually she asks, “So, do you know about this guy? Pier Giorgio?”

“Daniel talks about him, he does, and I was just googling him, but I hadn’t read much yet. I only know that he was a young Italian who was a mountaineer and helped the poor a lot.”

I wake my screen up again, then spell the name so Annie can search on her phone too.

“Holy Saturday, he was born,” she says almost at once. “But he was sickly and they thought he might die—oh, how sad.”

Sickly? Almost died at birth? That sends a jolt of...of kinship through my guts. Annie glances at my expression. “Yeah, kind of like you, that is.”

I only survived the late-term abortion because when I came out alive, a nurse slipped me into the intensive care baby unit without telling anyone where I came from. 

“Does it say any more?” I ask eagerly. “Was Pier Giorgio premature or just weak?” 

I was slightly premature, and I’d lost a lot of blood from the damage the abortionist did to my cheek. The pain and shock from the break in my cheekbone could probably have killed me all by itself. I was perfectly able-bodied at that point, of course. It was the accident last year that changed that.

Annie reads for a moment. “Sorry, just says ‘sickly,’ it does. And that he was baptized immediately at home by...can’t pronounce that.”

Dad—my birth dad—had me baptized as soon as he decided to step up and take charge of me, before it was clear I would survive—so I’m a bit like Pier Giorgo in that too.

I glance at her phone as she holds it out. Monsignor Roccati, is the priest’s name. “We should probably learn some Italian pronunciation.”

“We should learn some Italian!” says Annie. “D’you know any?”

“Si,” I say, grinning. “Which means yes. But that’s about it.”

I skim through the article I was reading on my phone, looking for fun facts, and find a summary. “So, Maria Di Lorenzo says Pier Giorgio was, er, a ‘daredevil athlete, roguish prankster, unrelenting activist, and unexpected mystic.’”

“Wow! Read that again?”

I do so.

“Wow. He just sounds totally HYWL, he does!”

I’m not sure I’ll ever quite manage to match Annie’s enthusiasm for anything—but I really have to agree. Pier Giorgio sounds super hywl.

––––––––
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DANIEL

Razim frowns at the picture on the print-out, then pulls out his phone and searches. He reads and swipes for a while, then looks up. Still frowning.

“What’s the problem?” I ask. It’s the perfect solution...I thought.

“Miri got hurt only the other year, right? So he’s basically the same size as a normal, what, fourteen-, fifteen-year-old?”

“Fifteen now he’s had his birthday. Yeah.”

“Well, this guy,” Razim waves the paper, “looks like he was disabled from birth. His leg muscles never grew, and even his body is smaller. The only thing normal-sized is his head. It’s easy enough to put a guy this size in a special carrier and pack him around, even if he is an adult. You’re talking about putting a fifteen-year-old in a carrier and walking up a mountain, for flip’s sake.”

“But there’s you, and me, and Father Thomas, and Francis, and quite a few other big strong guys in the group! We could trade off really often. If we had that carrier, surely we could do it! We just have to make one!”

“They sell them, y’know,” Razim says. 

“Yeah, for a heck of a lot of money. Surely you can make it? You can make anything.”

“Making it isn’t the problem, Daniel.” Razim doesn’t sound even the tiniest bit swayed. “And we’d have to, because the ones you buy are only designed to carry seventy pounds or thirty-two kilograms. That’s, I don’t know, an eight-year-old, maybe? A really skinny ten-year old? It’s not a normal-sized fifteen-year-old. A hike on the flat, trading off really often, maybe. But not up a thousand feet of mountain. Think about Pier Giorgio, when he was becoming paralyzed from polio and fell to the ground. It took both the family maid and one of his male relatives to get him up and back into bed. People are heavy, Daniel.”

I read about that too. It was one of an unbelievable number of signs of how serious Pier Giorgio’s illness was that his family totally failed to act on. Pier Giorgio wasn’t a complainer, but even when he occasionally let on how bad he was feeling, they just didn’t take him seriously. Not until it was too late. It’s hard to imagine. If my mum sees the tiniest bruise on me, she goes into full panic-mode.

Fair enough, I suppose. The doctors don’t think I can beat the leukemia if it comes back a third time. 

When it comes back? I push the thought from my mind. Right now, I’m as well as I’ve ever been, and I mean to make the most of it while it lasts.

But as far as getting Miri up the mountain is concerned...

“Are you sure—?”

“It’s such an awesome idea, and I get why you’re so excited about it. But it’s not gonna work for Miri. We’ll make darn sure we get him up on the cable car with us, and that will have to do.”

I sigh. “Miri would have loved to go up that mountain. I know he would.”

“I’m sorry, okay. I’d make the thing if it would do any good.”

“Yeah, I know. My bad.”
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CHAPTER 2
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MIRI

“Sure you don’t want us to fix that coop door for you?” I say to Mr. Williams. My neighbor has been letting Annie and me have any eggs laid outside his henhouse for over two months now, “just until” he gets around to fixing the flap that’s stopping the hens going in and out in the daytime. Claims he hasn’t time to hunt around for the eggs himself, he does.

“Na, na.” He waves my offer away. “I shall do it myself now in a minute, I shall. I want it done my way.”

“Okay. Well, diolch yn fawr iawn,” I thank him. Smiling, I drive my chair after Annie to help find the day’s haul. We’ve been boxing the eggs and selling them outside our farm gates to raise money for the pilgrimage fund. People in the valley are calling them ‘holy eggs’ and talking about making lots of ‘popish omelets.’

“When do you think he’ll fix it?” asks Annie. “Been ages, it has.”

I can’t help snorting slightly as I peer around for “pilgrimage pennies,” as Annie and I call the round brown eggs. “I’m guessing...the eighteenth of July.”

“But that’s the day we go to Italy, that is...assuming we can go.”

I grin. “Yeah, it is.” Actually, Mr. Williams’s ill-concealed generosity makes me a little uncomfortable. I’m always worried that he feels guilty that it was his dad’s tractor that rolled over me and left me this way. I mean, poor old Mr. Williams was dead at the wheel, he was. I don’t blame him, so I certainly don’t blame his son.

Still—“Ah, there’s one...” I point under a bush—it has allowed us to raise more money than I ever thought we could. Though it’s little enough. 

The wind rushes up the side of the valley, biting through my jacket. Should have put my proper coat on, I should. Summer’s slow to reach these Welsh mountains. But the sun was shining when we left my farm.

Annie zips her equally light-weight jacket up a little higher, shivering, then looks around, catching my eye. 

“Do you—” she says, just as I say,

“D’you—”

We both stop talking and laugh.

“You first,” I say.

“I was just going to say, do you want my jacket? Since you can’t move around much to keep warm.”

I laugh again. I laugh so hard I bend forward over my knees, wheezing slightly as my once-broken bones protest all the movement. 

“What?” she asks, tilting her head to one side as she tries to figure out the joke.

“I was just about to offer you my jacket!”

Annie bursts out laughing just as hard. “Were you being nice,” she asks, “or were you trying to be Pier Giorgio? Because I hope I might have thought of it anyway, but I was kinda trying to be Pier Giorgio.”

I can feel my cheeks getting hot. “I hope I would have thought of it before, but—yeah, I was trying to be Pier Giorgio too. Did you read about what he did in Germany?” 

“Not just in Germany,” objects Annie. “He gave away the actual coat he was wearing quite often.” She crouches suddenly to pick up an egg and place it in the basket hanging from the arm of my chair. 

“And,” I add, “if he met anyone he knew afterwards, he would pretend he wasn’t cold, he would. And say something like, ‘Oh, no, you know I’m a mountaineer!’ But in Germany—”

“It was twelve degrees below freezing,” Annie jumps in. “And he still gave his coat away to a poor man.”

“His dad was really mad, though! Pier Giorgio just said, ‘But Father, it was cold.’ As though that explained everything!”

Would I do that? It’s one thing to offer my jacket to my best friend because the wind’s a little chilly, and I know we’ll be back in the farmhouse very soon. But to give my coat away in freezing conditions, even if I knew I could get another as soon as I got home? I’d like to think I would—but I’ve a nasty feeling I might be fooling myself. 

“It’s weird to think that the coat was probably the only thing Pier Giorgio had left to give,” says Annie. “I mean, he was from such a well-off family. But he just gave away any money he received to those in need. Did you read what that friend of his said about how he met Pier Giorgio in the street one day, and Pier Giorgio invited him to come along to visit the poor? And they went to this horrible, stinking apartment that was barely okay to live in, in an awful area of the town. Terrifying, it sounded. But Pier Giorgio went to those places all the time. At least every morning. He must have cared so much to do that.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s where they think he caught the polio from, you know? Since by the twenties it wasn’t common anymore.”

“Sad, that is,” says Annie. “I bet he didn’t regret it, though. When he was dying, didn’t he write a note about some stuff the poor needed, even though his arm was becoming paralyzed?”

“Yeah, I saw a photo of it. It’s practically illegible, but it was about someone’s injections and someone’s pawn ticket, if I’m remembering right.”

Would I even think about anything like that, if I suddenly found out that I was probably dying? 

“I love that he was still worrying about them, even then.” Annie echoes my thought. “I think I would have been too distracted.” 

“Me too.”

“When will we know?” Annie asks, once she’s picked up the next egg. “If we’re really going. To Italy.” Her eyes get big and round the way they always do when she talks about it. Like me, she’s never left the UK.

“Daniel should be letting me know any day now, he should.” Yeah, it’s June now. Not long.

She sighs. “Oh, I hope we can go.” Annie’s life hasn’t gone much better than mine this last year, although her scars are less visible.

I steer around some tree roots and follow her, my wheelchair’s four-wheel drive managing the sloping garden easily. Adopted or not, I’m a farm boy now, and I have the chair for it.

I’ll never climb mountains, or ski, or play sports like Pier Giorgio, though. Not even close. I can hobble agonizingly and sit uncomfortably and lie down almost comfortably, and that’s my full range of options.

Again I squash the self-pity. Pier Giorgio spent the last days of his life in agony, slowly becoming completely paralyzed. It really struck me deeply when I read that. It feels like he, more than practically anyone in the world—well, in heaven—must understand what I’ve gone through this last year.

Once I’ve kept Annie company while she boxes the eggs—I can’t help much with that—and she’s gone home, I head into my bedroom to get on with some of my schoolwork. Unlike poor Annie, I’m homeschooled, I am, along with the children of our neighbors across the valley, but that doesn’t mean I can slack. Anything but!

It’s hard to concentrate, though. Eventually, I adjust the position of my flexible desk lamp with a push of my wrist, then swipe my book reader on and carry on with my book about Blessed Pier Giorgio.

Huh, sounds like Pier Giorgio was just one of those people who are naturally really kind, and really...well, nice. Right from childhood. Like Annie, I suppose. Apparently when he was only four, a poor woman came to the door with her barefoot child in her arms. Since Pier Giorgio’s parents were out, he gave the little boy the socks and shoes off his own feet, he did, then closed the door quickly so no one would realize what he’d done. Would most four-year-olds even think to worry about a barefooted kid, let alone give away their own stuff?

Another time, when he was still a teenager, about sixteen or seventeen, he burst noisily into the school with his friends—his classmates nicknamed him ‘Fracassati,’ combining his surname with the Italian word fracasso, meaning ‘racket.’ Ha ha, clever! Then he noticed that Fassone, the janitor, seemed very sad. Pier Giorgio went to ask him what was wrong. 
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