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Llewyrchid	gwir	yn	nhywyll.

Truth	shines	in	the	dark.

Welsh	proverb

“Right	 over	 there,	 behind	 the	 old	 church.”	 Gareth’s	 mother	 pointed.	 “You
used	 to	 love	rolling	down	that	hill.	Over	and	over	until	you	got	dizzy.”	She
laughed,	 the	wind	blowing	her	pale	hair	 out	of	 its	 ponytail	 and	whipping	 it
around.

Gareth	glanced	up	from	his	phone.	The	hill	looked	a	lot	smaller	than	it	had
seemed	in	his	memory.	It	soared	gently	upward,	its	grassy	flanks	covered	in
purple	 and	 yellow	 wildflowers.	 The	 trail	 they	 were	 on	 meandered	 past	 it,
looping	 around	 picturesque	 ruins	 and	 mysterious	 heaps	 of	 stones	 before
ending	in	a	rocky	cliff	overlooking	the	sea.

“Good	 thing	we	 left	Tommy	back	at	 the	house	with	Great-Granddad,”	he
said.	“He’d	start	rolling	around	and	we’d	never	get	him	to	leave.”

“Bit	chilly	out	here	for	a	little	tyke,”	his	dad	said,	zipping	his	nylon	jacket
closed.

That	was	 true.	The	gusts	blowing	 in	 from	 the	Bristol	Channel	carried	 the
tang	of	salt,	and	misty	gray	clouds	formed	a	cottony	ceiling	that	stretched	to
the	horizon.	Gareth	could	feel	the	clammy	moisture	condensing	on	his	face	as
he	walked.	Still,	it	wasn’t	so	bad	out	here.	Quiet.

Maybe	too	quiet.	He	should	have	brought	his	earphones.

He	looked	back	down,	his	thumbs	flying	over	the	keypad	of	his	mobile.

Wales:	 land	 of	 sheep,	 rain,	 and	 boredom.	He	 found	 Amit’s	 name	 in	 his
contacts	list	and	hit	Send.	A	reply	came	a	moment	later.

Told	u.	Should’ve	stayed	in	London	this	week.

He	remembered	coming	to	this	spot	with	his	dad,	about	a	year	before	their
family	moved	 to	London.	The	 two	of	 them	had	spent	 the	afternoon	making
grave	rubbings,	and	then	they’d	gone	back	down	to	the	beach	for	a	picnic.	In



those	 days	 they’d	 spent	 a	 lot	 of	 weekends	 in	 the	 village,	 driving	 out	 from
Swansea	to	visit	Great-Granddad.

Nice	scenery,	tho.	Rolling	hills.	Bit	of	a	workout.

Just	like	yr	mum	last	night.

Gareth	huffed	a	laugh.

“Gareth!	Look	where	you’re	going,”	his	mother	called,	somewhere	behind
him.	He	stopped	short,	 just	 in	 time	 to	avoid	 tripping	over	a	half-fallen	 rock
wall,	 and	 almost	 dropped	 his	 phone.	 “Keep	 hold	 of	 that	 thing!”	 she	 added.
“I’m	not	paying	for	a	new	one.”

“It’s	 truly	 amazing.”	 His	 dad	 came	 up	 the	 path,	 a	 little	 breathless.	 “You
spend	 the	 entire	 week	 whinging	 about	 being	 bored,	 so	 we	 take	 you
somewhere,	 and	 then	 you	 spend	 the	 entire	 time	 texting	 your	 friends.”	 He
exchanged	a	look	with	Gareth’s	mum.	“We	could	have	left	you	at	 the	house
and	had	a	lovely	quiet	afternoon.”

“Sorry,”	Gareth	said.

“A	romantic	afternoon,”	his	mother	added.

Gareth	groaned.	“Go	ahead	then.	I’ll	catch	you	in	a	sec.”

The	 truth	 was,	 it	 wouldn’t	 be	 such	 a	 bad	 place	 if	 somebody	 actually
bothered	to	care	for	it.	The	building	that	used	to	be	a	church	was	nothing	but	a
ruin.	Piles	of	rocks	and	rubble;	a	tumble	of	headstones.	A	few	dried	remains
of	 flower	 bouquets.	 Presumably	 that	 meant	 someone	 made	 the	 occasional
visit,	 but	 nobody	was	 around	 today	 except	 for	Gareth	 and	 his	 parents.	 The
place	was	silent	except	for	the	ocean’s	murmur.

He	walked	behind	one	of	the	fallen	walls	and	was	about	to	kick	at	a	knee-
high	pile	of	stones,	encrusted	with	lime-green	lichen,	when	he	realized	it	was
a	cairn—some	villager’s	memorial	to	a	lost	loved	one.	A	plaque	of	dark	gray
slate	 was	 embedded	 in	 the	 ground	 in	 front	 of	 it,	 weeds	 and	 shrubs
encroaching	on	its	edges.

He	was	about	to	walk	on	when	the	inscription	caught	his	eye.	Hunching	in
his	jacket	against	the	chilly	breeze,	he	stooped	to	look	closer.

Er	Cof	Cariadus	~	In	Loving	Remembrance
“Our	Little	Girl”



Olwen	Nia	Evans
1944–1950

That	was	depressing.

A	corner	of	metal	was	sticking	up	out	of	the	dirt,	half-buried	in	the	ground
next	 to	 the	 plaque.	 He	 nudged	 it	 with	 his	 toe,	 but	 it	 didn’t	move.	 An	 urn,
probably.	Disgusting	and	depressing.	He	took	a	photo	with	his	phone,	in	case
anybody	asked	him	how	he	spent	his	spring	holidays.	Then	he	took	a	photo	of
himself	making	a	pathetic	 face,	 the	grayish-blue	sea	 in	 the	background,	and
sent	it	to	Amit	with	a	note	that	said	nary	an	Internet	in	sight.	pity	me.

Shuffling	 along	 through	 the	 gathering	 mist,	 Gareth	 scrolled	 through	 the
photos	he’d	taken	at	dinner	the	previous	night	in	his	great-granddad’s	kitchen.
He	particularly	liked	the	one	where	his	little	brother	was	standing	on	his	chair
and	his	great-granddad	had	his	eyes	raised	to	the	heavens	as	if	wondering	how
he’d	been	cursed	with	this	family.

Seemingly	 out	 of	 nowhere,	 a	 crooked	 headstone	 loomed	 up	 at	 him,	 the
inscription	 long	 ago	 weathered	 to	 nothing.	 He	 tried	 to	 veer	 around	 it	 but
tripped,	landing	on	his	hands	and	knees	with	a	grunt,	his	phone	flying	off	into
the	gloom.	When	he	looked	up	after	it,	his	heart	sank.

In	front	of	him	was	a	cromlech,	a	Neolithic	stone	monument.	It	had	a	huge,
slablike	capstone	several	 feet	 thick,	gray	and	weathered,	 that	was	supported
by	squat,	 smaller	boulders.	Though	 the	 top	of	 the	 structure	was	higher	 than
his	 head,	 the	 gatelike	 opening	 between	 the	 stones	 only	 came	 up	 to	 his
shoulders;	beneath	it,	a	dark	hollow	yawned	into	the	ground.	A	white	shroud
of	water	 vapor	 rose	 from	 the	 grass	 around	 it,	 as	 if	 it	wasn’t	 already	 creepy
enough.

Gareth	 shivered	 involuntarily.	 “Mum	 is	 going	 to	 kill	 me,”	 he	 muttered.
He’d	 better	 at	 least	 try	 to	 retrieve	 his	 phone,	 even	 if	 it	 was	 broken.	 He
approached	the	hole	and	peered	in.

It	 was	 dark	 inside,	 but	 he	 thought	 he	 could	 see	 the	 dirt	 floor	 a	 few	 feet
down.	Cromlechs	were	supposed	to	be	ancient	burial	chambers,	but	he	really
did	not	want	to	think	about	that.	He	needed	his	phone.

Gareth	 lowered	himself	 to	a	sitting	position	and	scooted	 forward	until	his
legs	dangled	 inside	 the	opening.	He	 still	 couldn’t	quite	 feel	 the	 floor,	 so	he
pushed	off	and	dropped	down,	landing	in	a	crouch.	A	cloud	of	dirt	and	dust



swirled	up	from	where	his	feet	had	landed,	obscuring	the	weak	sunlight.	He
squinted	into	the	shadows	of	the	cave.	The	chamber	inside	was	about	five	feet
high	and	just	a	bit	wider,	but	he	couldn’t	tell	how	long	it	extended.	His	phone
couldn’t	have	gone	far,	though.

He	 started	 feeling	 around,	 scooting	 ahead	 inch	 by	 inch	 until	 he	 was
completely	underneath	the	earthen	ceiling,	the	opening	a	wide	square	of	light
behind	 and	 above	 him.	 He	 patted	 the	 dirt	 floor	 around	 him	 and	 hoped	 he
didn’t	 find	 something	other	 than	 the	 phone.	 Of	 course,	 if	 he	 did,	 it	 would
officially	become	the	most	exciting	trip	to	Wales	he’d	ever	had.

“Who	are	you?”

Gareth	 jumped,	 knocking	 his	 head	 hard	 on	 the	 packed,	 rocky	 soil	 above
him.	 The	 voice	was	 high	 and	 soft,	 and	 he	 took	 darting	 glances	 all	 around,
searching	for	its	source,	his	heart	racing.

Off	to	one	side,	half-hidden	by	the	shadows,	was	a	little	girl,	small	and	thin.
She	had	wispy	dark	hair	and	was	wearing	a	white	dress.	He	blinked,	sure	 it
must	be	a	trick	of	the	light,	but	she	was	still	there.

“You	gave	me	a	heart	attack,”	he	said.

“What	 are	 you	 doing	 here?”	 the	 girl	 asked	 sternly,	 with	 a	 strong	Welsh
cadence.

“What	are	you	doing	here?”	Gareth	said.	Little	urchin.	No	doubt	her	parents
were	somewhere	up	on	the	path	looking	for	her.

“I	asked	first!”	she	said,	shuffling	her	feet	soundlessly.

“Oh.	I	dropped	my	mobile.”	Gareth	rubbed	gingerly	at	the	sore	spot	on	his
temple	and	looked	around	again.	There	wasn’t	much	down	here	that	he	could
see.	He	moved	toward	the	girl.	Maybe	she	had	the	phone.	“Do	you	need	me	to
help	you	out	of	here?”

She	backed	away.	“You’re	not	supposed	to	be	down	here,”	she	shrilled.	Her
face	 showed	 a	 slight	 frown	 in	 the	 dim	 light.	 She	 peered	 closer	 at	 him,	 and
then	her	face	relaxed,	as	if	she’d	recognized	him.	“But	it’s	all	right.	You	came
to	visit	 then,	didn’t	you!	My	name	is	Olwen.”	Even	as	she	smiled,	her	gaze
shifted	away,	restless.

“Olwen?”	 Gareth	 thought	 back	 to	 the	 plaque	 at	 the	 other	 end	 of	 the
churchyard,	 the	 one	 that	 said	 “Olwen	 Nia	 Evans.”	 Interesting	 coincidence.



She	was	 probably	 playing	 a	 game.	He	 crouched	 down	 in	 the	 dirt,	 trying	 to
seem	nonthreatening.	“Who	are	you?	Where’s	your	mum	and	dad?”

“I	don’t	know,”	she	said,	seeming	momentarily	confused.	Then	she	giggled.
“You	can	be	my	friend	if	you	want.	I	think	you’re	funny!”

Funny.	 Something	 was	 definitely	 funny	 about	 this	 girl.	 Gareth’s	 head
pounded.	He	needed	to	find	his	phone,	and	then	he	needed	to	get	out	of	here
and	 find	 his	 parents.	 They	were	much	 better	 at	 coaxing	 small	 children.	He
straightened	 up	 as	much	 as	 he	 could,	 and	 finally	 caught	 sight	 of	 his	 phone
glinting	in	the	girl’s	hand.

“You	found	it!	My	mobile.”	He	reached	his	hand	out,	slowly,	as	if	she	were
a	shy	cat.	“Please?”

She	looked	down.	“This?”	The	phone’s	screen	momentarily	flashed	on.	She
met	 his	 gaze	 again,	 her	 eyes	 questioning.	 But	 she	 never	 moved	 from	 the
shadows.

“We’re—we’re	friends,	right?”	Gareth	said,	a	bit	desperately.	He	decided	to
try	to	play	along.	“I	came	to	visit	you,	yeah?	So,	er,	if	you	give	me	back	my
phone,	I’ll	be	able	to	ring	you	up,	because	we’re	friends.”

Her	eyes	widened,	and	a	tiny	hint	of	a	smile	brightened	her	wan	face.	“We
are	friends,”	she	said.

She	 held	 the	 phone	 out	 to	 him,	 but	 the	 moment	 he	 reached	 for	 it,	 she
snatched	 it	 back.	 “Wait.”	 She	 peered	 more	 closely	 at	 it,	 tilting	 her	 head,
curious	 and	 intent.	 Her	 fingers	 hovered	 over	 the	 keys	 for	 a	 moment,	 not
touching	them,	and	he	could	have	sworn	he	saw	a	spark	flare	in	the	dark.	He
gritted	his	teeth.

“Don’t	play	with	it,”	he	said,	trying	not	to	sound	impatient.	The	girl	was	as
bad	as	Tommy.

“Only	promise	me	that	you’ll	come	back	 to	visit	me?	I’m	so	 lonely.”	Her
voice	faded,	as	soft	as	an	echo.	“I	won’t	let	you	go	unless	you	promise.”

“Of	course,	I	promise,”	Gareth	said,	resisting	the	urge	to	roll	his	eyes.

She	smiled	and	held	out	 the	phone.	When	he	 leaned	 forward	 to	grab	 it,	 a
static	charge	jolted	his	fingers	and	he	almost	dropped	it	again.	Pocketing	the
phone,	 he	 rubbed	 his	 hand	 on	 his	 pants	 to	 ease	 the	 tingling.	 His	 head	 had



started	 to	 throb	 again,	 too,	 and	 he	 sank	 to	 his	 knees	 for	 a	 moment,	 the
shadows	spinning	around	him	until	the	dizziness	passed.

Straightening,	he	turned	just	in	time	to	see	his	dad’s	head	peering	in	from
the	opening	above.

“For	God’s	sake,	Gareth.	What	are	you	doing	in	there?	On	second	thought,”
his	dad	said,	“don’t	tell	me.”	He	reached	a	hand	down.	“Here;	I’ll	pull	you	up.
Quick,	before	Mum	notices.”

“Thanks.”	Gareth	got	to	his	feet	carefully,	brushing	the	dirt	off	his	jeans.	He
stretched	 for	his	dad’s	hand	and	 then	hesitated.	“Wait,	Dad.	What	about	 the
little	girl?	She’s	 lost	her	parents	or	something	…	”	He	 looked	back	 into	 the
shadows.

Olwen	was	gone.
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Four	white	trefoils	sprang	up	behind	her	wherever	she	went;	and	for	that	reason	she	was	called	Olwen,

of	the	white	track…

“Kilhwch	and	Olwen,”	from	The	Mabinogion,
in	The	Red	Book	of	Hergest

I	still	felt	like	I	was	caught	in	a	dream;	my	mind,	all	cobwebs.	Seven	a.m.

By	 seven	 p.m.,	 we’d	 be	 back	 home	 again	 and	 everything	 would	 be
different.

I	pulled	on	a	block-printed	skirt	and	sat	on	the	edge	of	 the	bed,	 lacing	up
my	 calf-high	 boots,	 then	 paused	 for	 a	moment,	 listening	 to	 the	 prerecorded
voice	coming	through	my	computer	speakers.

“Mae’r	 tywydd	 yn	 braf,	 ”	 I	 repeated	 haltingly,	 trying	 to	 concentrate.	 The
weather	is	fine.	“Sut	dych	chi?	”	How	are	you?

“Olwen	ydw	i.”	My	name	is	Olwen.

With	 every	 repetition,	 I	 tried	 to	 remember	 how	 Gee	 Gee,	 my	 great-
grandmother,	added	that	special	lilt	at	the	end	of	every	word.	When	she	spoke
Welsh,	it	almost	sounded	like	singing,	more	magical	than	ordinary	speech.

I’d	learned	the	words,	but	I	wanted	to	get	it	right.

I	 swallowed	 past	 a	 sudden	 lump	 in	 my	 throat	 and	 closed	my	 eyes	 for	 a
moment.

“Wyn!	Five	minutes!	And	bring	those	empty	boxes	down	with	you.”

I	 winced,	 my	 mother’s	 voice	 piercing	 even	 through	 the	 closed	 bedroom
door.	“Coming!”	I	called.

With	one	hand,	I	grabbed	my	black	sweater	off	the	back	of	the	chair;	with
the	other,	I	hit	Publish	on	my	latest	blog	post,	 letting	the	past	few	weeks	of
my	life	fly	off	into	the	ether.	Disappearing	into	unread	oblivion,	probably,	like
everything	else	 I’d	posted.	 In	a	way,	 it	 freed	me	up	 to	write	whatever	 I	 felt
like	writing,	no	matter	how	weird.



Language	is	like	music,	and	each	language	is	a	different	instrument,	one	of
my	posts	began.	Welsh	is	like	gently	plucked	harp	strings.

Another	 one:	 Finished	 up	 book	 on	 Norse	 mythology.	 Back	 to	 the
Mabinogion—Ceridwen	and	Gwion	Bach,	 the	original	story.	So	much	better
than	the	Black	Cauldron	movie.	Mind	blown.

Or:	Sometimes	 I	 feel	 like	 I’m	 too	 strange	 to	 relate	 to	 anyone.	 Even	 my
strangeness	is	strange.

Ruminations,	 obsessions,	 fascinations.	 Things	 I	 couldn’t	 even	 talk	 about
with	 Rae,	 let	 alone	 any	 of	 my	 other	 friends.	 But	 this	 morning’s	 post	 was
different.

It	 was	 harder	 than	 I’d	 anticipated:	 putting	 into	 words	 all	 the	 constantly
shifting	feelings	that	well	up	inside	you	when	you	find	out	someone	you	love
is	going	to	die.

I	closed	my	 laptop	and	grabbed	 the	stack	of	empty	 file	boxes	 from	under
my	desk.	The	drive	to	Gee	Gee’s	house	in	Mendocino	would	take	three	hours,
and	then	we’d	bring	her	back	here	to	San	Francisco	and	move	her	into	Mom’s
cramped	 office.	 There	 was	 already	 a	 hospital	 bed,	 delivered	 yesterday	 and
wedged	into	the	corner	under	the	window.

“Gwely,”	I	mumbled,	maneuvering	the	stack	of	boxes	through	the	hallway
and	dropping	them	near	the	front	door.	Bed.

I’d	been	learning	a	lot	of	new	words.

Metastasized.	Carcinoma.

I	closed	my	eyes	for	a	moment	and	leaned	against	the	wall	next	to	the	door.

My	mom	walked	 in,	 footsteps	 clacking	 on	 the	 hardwood.	 “Where’s	 your
father?”

I	shook	my	head.

“I	need	him	to	hang	up	his	bike	so	we	can	put	Gee	Gee’s	boxes	on	that	side
of	the	garage,”	she	said,	dropping	a	roll	of	packing	tape	into	my	hands	as	she
breezed	past	into	the	back	of	the	house.

I	 slipped	 the	 roll	 of	 tape	 onto	 my	 wrist.	 Everything	 around	 me	 was
changing	so	quickly.	But	I	had	to	keep	up.	I	had	to	learn;	I	had	to	feel	like	I
was	accomplishing	something.



If	I	didn’t,	then	I’d	have	to	admit	that	I	really	didn’t	know	anything	about
anything.	 That	 this	 situation—Gee	Gee’s	 illness—was	 something	 I	 couldn’t
control	 or	 fix,	 no	matter	 how	many	words	 I	 repeated	 to	myself,	 no	matter
what	I	wrote	or	who	might	read	it.

That	 night,	 after	 hours	 of	 driving,	 of	 carrying	 boxes	 and	 unpacking	 the	 car
and	 moving	 Gee	 Gee’s	 life	 into	 our	 small	 Victorian-style	 flat,	 I	 was
exhausted,	and	so	was	Gee	Gee.	But	she	called	me	into	her	room	in	Mom’s
office	anyway.

She	 was	 already	 holding	 the	 musty	 old	 book	 open	 on	 her	 lap,	 carefully
turning	 its	 thin,	 foxed	pages	until	 she	 reached	 the	 right	 spot.	This	had	been
our	 bedtime	 ritual	 for	 years,	 whenever	 she	 visited,	 but	 this	 time	 it	 felt
different.	It	felt	like	there	was	a	catch	in	my	heart.

Not	quite	able	to	look	at	her,	I	settled	in	on	the	adjustable	bed,	snuggling	in
the	way	I	used	to	when	I	was	little.	As	a	child,	I’d	had	no	trouble	fitting	under
the	covers	beside	her,	but	today,	at	age	fifteen,	I	felt	tall	and	ungainly	next	to
her	fragile	frame.

“‘Kilhwch	 and	 Olwen,	 or	 the	 Twrch	 Trwyth.’”	 It	 was	 a	 myth	 from	 the
Mabinogion,	 a	 collection	 of	medieval	 Arthurian	 legends.	 A	 book	 I’d	 loved
almost	to	tatters.	A	story	I’d	heard	a	thousand	times.

I	wished	I	could	hear	it	a	thousand	times	more.

It	 wasn’t	 just	 because	 of	 the	 name	 “Olwen”—the	 name	Gee	Gee	 herself
suggested	for	me	on	the	day	I	was	born.	It	was	all	 the	names,	 the	sounds	of
Welsh	 rolling	 off	 my	 great-grandmother’s	 tongue	 like	 the	 strange	 liquid
language	 of	 some	 unearthly	 being,	 undulating	 like	 the	 hills	 of	 the	 seaside
town	 in	Wales	where	 she	grew	up,	whispering,	beckoning.	The	 language	of
heaven,	Gee	Gee	always	said.

She	cleared	her	throat,	adjusted	her	reading	glasses,	and	began	to	speak.

“Kilydd,	the	son	of	Prince	Kelyddon,	desired	a	wife	as	a	helpmate,	and	the
wife	that	he	chose	was	Goleuddydd,	the	Daylight	One.”

Her	voice	always	comforted	me,	like	a	warm	blanket	of	sound.	While	she
read,	 I	 reached	 onto	 the	 end	 table	 for	 the	 lovespoon	 that	 had	 hung	 on	 her
kitchen	wall	for	as	long	as	I	could	remember.	My	fingers	traced	the	carvings
in	 the	 rich	 reddish-brown	wood:	 an	 intricate	 tracery	 of	 knotwork	 and	 heart



shapes,	twining	together	and	apart	like	vines	until	they	joined	at	the	bottom	in
the	smooth	bowl	of	a	spoon.

“They	had	a	 son	 through	 the	prayers	of	 the	people.	From	 the	 time	of	her
pregnancy,	Goleuddydd	became	wild,	and	wandered	about	…	”

The	knots	and	twists	of	the	spoon	symbolized	togetherness,	two	becoming
one;	 the	hearts	 symbolized	 love.	 I	could	almost	hear	 the	echo	of	Gee	Gee’s
voice	explaining	it	to	me.	That	morning,	I	had	carefully	swaddled	it	in	bubble
wrap	and	put	 it	 into	a	box	of	other	keepsakes,	 scrawling	 the	word	“fragile”
across	the	lid	with	a	blue	marker.

The	wood	was	soft	under	my	hands,	surprisingly	unworn	despite	year	after
year—decade	 after	 decade—of	 being	 nestled	 in	 the	 palms	 of	 my	 great-
grandmother,	 and	 then	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 Grandpa	 William,	 who’d	 died	 in
Vietnam	long	before	I	was	born;	and,	much	later,	my	father’s.	And	mine.	The
only	 thing	 interrupting	 the	 smooth	 surface	was	 a	 tiny	 incised	 shape	 on	 the
back	 of	 the	 spoon’s	 bowl,	 the	 carver’s	mark—two	 tiny	 squared-off	 hillocks
like	 a	blocky	M,	or	 an	E.	 I	 knew	every	millimeter	 of	 that	 spoon	and	 it	 felt
familiar,	reassuring.

“	…	And	Kilhwch’s	father	inquired	of	him,	‘What	has	come	over	thee,	my
son,	 and	what	 aileth	 thee?’	 ‘My	 stepmother	 has	 declared	 to	me	 that	 I	 shall
never	have	a	wife	until	I	obtain	Olwen	…	’”

I	closed	my	eyes	and	 let	Gee	Gee’s	voice	wash	over	me,	 rich	and	 low.	 It
wasn’t	the	voice	of	someone	with	less	than	a	year	left	to	live.	I	tried	to	picture
her	as	a	girl	 in	 love;	 tried	 to	picture	a	handsome	young	man	presenting	her
with	the	lovespoon	as	a	token	of	affection,	like	in	a	fairy	tale	or	an	Arthurian
legend.	An	old	friend,	maybe,	or	a	former	love.	Not	my	great-grandfather;	I
knew	that	much.	All	she	would	ever	say	about	the	spoon	was	that	it	was	from
someone	in	her	past,	someone	who	was	gone	now.

If	only	I	could	have	known	her	then.	If	only	we	had	more	time.



3
Ni	ddaw	doe	byth	yn	ôl.

Yesterday	will	never	return.

Welsh	proverb

Gareth	sat	up	in	bed	and	rubbed	grit	out	of	his	eyes.	His	legs	were	tangled	in
the	sheets,	half-exposed	to	the	chilly	air,	and	the	rest	of	him	was	drenched	in
sweat.	 He’d	 been	 dreaming	 about—what	 was	 it?	 Some	 kind	 of	 headstones
and	whatnot.	Next	he’d	be	dreaming	about	zombies	drooling	their	way	out	of
the	graveyard	and	eating	his	brains.	Playing	Resident	Evil	 late	 into	 the	night
had	perhaps	not	been	his	cleverest	idea.

After	shaking	off	the	cobwebs,	he	had	a	shower.	His	dream	had	been	vivid
and	 sharp,	 like	 a	 memory,	 though	 it	 was	 dissipating	 rapidly	 now.	 Was	 it
possible	 to	 have	 a	 dream	 that	was	 a	memory	 at	 the	 same	 time?	 Pondering,
Gareth	rinsed	the	shampoo	out	of	his	hair	and	shut	off	the	water.	The	problem
was,	you’d	never	really	be	able	to	tell	whether	it	was	more	than	just	a	dream.
The	 brain	was	 good	 at	making	 things	 up.	He	 suspected	 you	 couldn’t	 really
even	trust	your	memories,	could	you?	It	was	all	subjective.	Shaking	his	head,
he	wrapped	 a	 towel	 around	 his	 waist	 and	 jogged	 barefoot	 down	 the	 drafty
hallway	back	to	his	room.

He	pulled	on	his	school	uniform—dark	blue	pants	and	 jacket,	white	shirt,
dreadful	 striped	 tie—and	 wandered	 down	 the	 narrow	 staircase	 looking	 for
breakfast.	His	mum	was	just	running	out	the	door	with	Tommy,	and	his	dad
was	already	gone.

He	glanced	at	the	clock;	how	did	it	get	so	late?	After	rapidly	inhaling	two
bowls	of	muesli,	he	stuffed	various	books	and	papers	into	his	school	bag	and
dashed	to	the	bus	stop	just	as	the	bus	was	pulling	up,	wiping	the	sweat	from
the	back	of	his	neck.

His	first	day	back	at	school	after	the	holidays,	and	he	already	felt	tired.

After	a	history	test,	double	maths,	a	horrifying	lunch	of	gray	mystery	stew,
and	a	new	project	in	Information	Technology	on	web	animations,	Gareth	was



eager	 to	 get	 outside	 and	 be	 somewhere	 that	 didn’t	 require	 higher	 brain
functions.	He	joined	the	crush	jostling	through	the	hallway	toward	the	doors.

On	 the	 way	 out,	 Amit	 fell	 into	 step	 next	 to	 him,	 grinning.	 “Brought	 a
souvenir	back	from	the	countryside,	I	see.”

“What?”

“Your	 head.	 You	 look	 like	 you’re	 wearing	 a	 miniature	 tan	 sheep.”	 Amit
snickered.

“Don’t	take	the	piss.	I	will	kill	you.	Very	slowly	and	painfully.”	Gareth	tried
to	pat	down	his	hair,	but	without	a	comb	it	was	useless.

“Oh,	speaking	of	death	and	destruction,”	Amit	said,	“I	started	animating	a
zombie	for	the	IT	project.	Decaying	bits	falling	off	and	everything.”

Gareth	frowned.	“I	wanted	to	do	a	mythology	thing,”	he	said,	“but	so	far	I
can’t	get	Medusa’s	hair	to	writhe	properly.”	They	stepped	onto	the	bus	behind
a	crowd	of	other	uniformed	students.

“It	 seems	 like	 I	 should	 have	 something	 obscene	 to	 say	 about	 that.	 But	 I
can’t	think	of	anything,”	Amit	replied	a	bit	mournfully,	sliding	into	a	seat	near
the	back	of	the	bus.	“I’m	off	my	game.”

“Your	brain	must	still	be	on	holiday.”	Gareth	slid	in	next	to	his	friend	and
jabbed	an	elbow	into	his	ribs.

After	 a	brief	 scuffle,	Amit	 said,	 “Speaking	of	 the	holidays,	how	were	 the
wild	Welsh	hinterlands?	That	sad	photo	was	the	last	thing	I	got	from	you.”

“Yeah,	sorry.	The	charge	ran	out	on	my	mobile.	 I	dropped	it	down	a	hole
and	 it	must	have	dislodged	 the	battery	or	something.”	Gareth	pulled	out	his
phone	 and	 scrolled	 through	 the	 pictures	 from	 the	 past	 week.	 “Look	 at
Tommy,”	 he	 said,	 pointing	 to	 a	 photo	 of	 his	 brother	 wearing	 Great-
Granddad’s	 old	 mining	 helmet.	 It	 covered	 the	 entire	 top	 half	 of	 his	 head.
Great-Granddad	was	in	 the	midst	of	reaching	out	 to	snatch	the	helmet	back,
looking	furious.

“What’s	the	old	guy’s	problem,	then?”	Amit	asked.

“Dunno.	He	 always	 looks	 like	 that.”	Gareth	 scrolled	 through	 a	 few	more
photos.	“He’s	all	right,	though.”

“For	a	Taff.”



“No	need	to	be	racist.”

“Sorry,	 Mum.”	 Amit	 grinned.	 “Seriously,	 I	 was	 afraid	 you’d	 come	 back
spouting	all	that	Welshy	unpronounceable	gibberish.”

Gareth	gave	him	a	look.	“You’re	one	to	talk.”

“Gujarati	is	a	noble	language.”

“The	 only	 words	 you	 know	 are	 insults,”	 Gareth	 pointed	 out.	 “Anyway,
what’d	you	do	here	all	week?	Play	Halo	until	your	eyeballs	started	bleeding?”

Amit	 launched	 into	 a	 lengthy	 story	 about	 his	 cousins	 visiting	 from
Blackpool.	Meanwhile,	Gareth	continued	flipping	through	pictures.	He	rather
liked	the	one	he’d	taken	of	the	ruined	church,	the	sea	in	the	background	a	pale
blue	 blur	 blending	 into	 the	 cloudy	 sky.	 There	 was	 a	 faint	 figure	 just
disappearing	around	the	back	of	the	collapsing	building;	probably	one	of	his
parents.	He	scrolled	to	the	next	photo:	a	view	of	the	dismal	churchyard	with
its	lichen-covered	headstones,	the	ancient	cromlech	looming	behind	them,	and
his	parents	holding	hands	and	looking	out	to	sea.	It	had	been	a	peaceful	day,
just	the	three	of	them.	No	Tommy	to	give	him	a	headache.

Just	 the	 three	of	 them,	and	the	girl.	Gareth	suppressed	a	shiver.	He	hoped
she’d	found	her	parents.	He	really	hadn’t	seen	anyone	anywhere	else	around;
he	was	sure	of	it.	She	seemed	a	bit	young	to	run	away	from	home,	but	what
did	 he	 know?	 And	 then	 she’d	 just	 vanished.	 Maybe	 her	 family	 lived
somewhere	nearby.

Had	to	be.

Amit	 finished	 his	 story	 and	 turned	 to	 talk	 to	 a	 girl	 across	 the	 aisle,	 so
Gareth	scrolled	to	the	next	picture:	a	shot	of	the	sad	little	cairn	with	the	grave
plaque	 of	 the	 girl	 who’d	 died	 in	 1950.	 The	 greenery	 grew	 close,	 partially
obscuring	the	inscription,	but	he	could	still	read	it.

As	he	stared	at	the	photo,	something	else	began	to	take	shape.	It	was	a	faint,
fuzzy	outline,	a	small	figure,	transparent	white	against	the	background	of	dark
gray	 stone	 and	 slate.	 He	 blinked	 his	 eyes	 rapidly,	 took	 off	 his	 glasses	 and
cleaned	them,	and	then	held	the	phone	close	to	his	face.

The	shape	was	even	clearer	than	before.	Gareth	knew	it	hadn’t	been	there
when	he’d	taken	the	photo.

He	knew	she	hadn’t	been	there.



It	was	a	 little	girl	 in	a	white	dress,	her	feet	bare.	The	same	girl	he’d	seen
under	the	cromlech.	The	one	who’d	called	herself	Olwen.

Just	a	moment	ago,	the	photo	had	been	normal—just	a	picture	of	old	rocks
and	 a	 grave.	 He’d	 swear	 to	 it.	 He	 remembered	 the	moment	 he’d	 taken	 the
shot,	too,	and	he’d	been	completely	alone.	But	now	there	was	something	else
there—someone	else.

The	 skin	 prickled	 on	 the	 back	 of	Gareth’s	 neck.	He	 scrolled	 back	 to	 the
photo	of	the	ruined	church	and	zoomed	in	on	the	figure	he’d	thought	was	one
of	his	parents.

A	 flash	 of	white	 dress.	 Slender,	 almost	 skinny	 limbs.	A	 bare	 foot.	 Long,
dark	hair.

He	frantically	scrolled	ahead	again,	to	the	picture	of	the	cairn.	He	could	see
the	 girl’s	 face	 relatively	 clearly	 now,	 though	 her	 whole	 image	 looked	 like
someone	had	gone	 into	Photoshop	and	smudged	it	with	a	Gaussian	blur.	He
grasped	 onto	 that	 thought—maybe	 this	was	 someone’s	 idea	 of	 a	 joke?	Had
Amit	gotten	hold	of	his	phone?	Altered	his	photos	somehow?

But	Gareth’s	 entire	 body	 had	 gone	 cold,	 because	 he	 knew	 for	 a	 fact	 that
there	was	only	one	person	who’d	handled	his	phone	in	days,	besides	himself.

And	he	wasn’t	even	sure	that	person	was	real.



4
Hir	yw	pob	ymaros.

All	waiting	is	long.

Welsh	proverb

I	picked	up	my	spoon	and	slurped	up	a	mouthful	of	minestrone	soup,	organic
store	brand.	My	parents	were	arguing	without	trying	to	sound	like	they	were
arguing.	 I	 stared	 blankly	 across	 the	 dinner	 table,	 thinking	 about	 verb
conjugations	 and	wondering	 how	 I’d	 ever	 learn	 to	 pronounce	 the	 letter	 “ll”
and	trying	not	to	worry	about	Gee	Gee,	alone	in	the	hospital	overnight.

“Ll,”	I	muttered,	but	I	couldn’t	seem	to	do	it	without	spitting.	“Llangollen.
Llanelli.	Llyn	y	Bala.”	I	could	just	see	myself	visiting	Wales	someday,	riding
the	bus	somewhere,	asking	where	Llangollen	was	and	everybody	laughing	at
me.	“Llwy.”	Spoon.

“Everyone	 speaks	 English	 there,	 Wyn,”	 my	 mom	 burst	 out,	 sounding
annoyed.

“Don’t	take	this	out	on	Wyn,”	Dad	said	mildly.

I	was	sick	of	this.	“Don’t	take	what	out	on	me?”

There	was	 a	 long	 silence,	 then	Dad	put	his	 spoon	down	 inside	his	 empty
soup	bowl.	I	got	a	strange	feeling,	suddenly	scared	of	what	he	might	say,	and
I	stopped	eating.

“What?”	I	asked.

Mom	sighed.	“There’s	no	sense	in	keeping	it	from	her,	Rhys.”

“I	know.”	Dad	looked	right	at	me,	shut	his	eyes	tightly	for	a	moment	as	if	in
pain,	and	then	opened	them	again.	“It’s	Gee	Gee.	She	wants	to—”	He	broke
off.

I	twisted	my	hands	in	my	lap,	looking	from	one	to	the	other.

“She	doesn’t	want	 her	 life	 to	 end	without	 having	 seen	her	 home	one	 last
time,”	Mom	said	bluntly.	“She	wants	to	go	back	to	Wales.”



Dad	pressed	his	lips	tightly	together.	“We	can	do	this.	As	a	family.”

“Wait—what?”	I	stared	at	him.	“Right	now?”

“Summer,”	Mom	said	shortly.

There	 was	 a	 long,	 painful	 pause.	 “It’s	 going	 to	 be	 expensive.”	 She	 was
talking	to	Dad	again,	and	I	could	sense	the	argument	threatening	to	boil	over.
“A	month,	maybe	two,	abroad?	With	only	a	few	weeks	to	plan?”

I	 couldn’t	 believe	 it.	 I’d	 always	 wanted	 to	 go	 to	Wales.	 And	 yet	 now	 I
wanted	to	cry,	because	I	knew	what	it	meant.	I	knew	what	they	weren’t	quite
saying.

Gee	Gee	wanted	to	die	there.

Dad	put	a	hand	on	my	shoulder.	“Your	Welsh	will	come	in	handy,”	he	said,
his	voice	strained.	“You’ll	be	able	to	pronounce	all	the	place	names.”

He	was	trying	so	hard.	Too	hard.	I	forced	a	smile.

“Just	don’t	let	it	interfere	with	your	sleep,”	my	mother	added.	“You’ve	been
awake	 a	 lot	 lately.	 I	 hear	 you	muttering	 in	 there.”	My	 smile	 disappeared.	 I
hadn’t	been	sleeping	well	and	the	whole	family	knew	it.	It	was	impossible	to
hide	anything	in	our	house;	all	four	of	us	were	crammed	into	our	second-level
flat.	It	had	only	been	a	few	months	since	Gee	Gee	first	moved	in,	and	I	started
having	the	dream	soon	after	that.

Stress,	my	mom	said.	I	wasn’t	so	sure.

I’d	 always	 had	 vivid	 dreams,	 but	 this	was	…	 different	 somehow.	Maybe
because	it	 just	didn’t	feel	 like	a	dream.	Or	maybe	because	I	would	wake	up
with	 my	 heart	 pounding,	 covered	 in	 sweat.	 Sometimes	 more	 than	 once	 a
night.

“My	 sleep	 is	 fine,”	 I	 said	 flatly,	 not	 meeting	 my	 mother’s	 eyes.	 Lately,
whenever	 I	 woke	 up	 in	 the	 wee	 hours,	 I’d	 turn	 on	 my	 laptop	 and	 start
listening	to	things	in	Welsh—
podcasts,	 Internet	 radio,	 anything	 at	 all—losing	myself	 in	 the	 rhythms,	 the
music	of	the	words.	It	was	better	than	lying	in	bed	and	staring	at	the	ceiling,
one	word	 repeating	 itself	 over	 and	 over	 in	my	head:	cancer.	One	word	my
parents	never	seemed	to	say.



“When	 is	 Gee	 Gee	 getting	 home	 again?”	 I	 asked,	 trying	 to	 change	 the
subject.

“The	day	after	tomorrow,”	my	mom	said.	“She’s	finished	with	that	clinical
trial,	 but	 they	 want	 to	 run	 a	 few	 more	 tests.”	 Tests.	 Once	 liver	 cancer
metastasizes,	the	prognosis	isn’t	good;	I	didn’t	need	more	tests	to	tell	me	that.
That	was	why	Gee	Gee	 had	 refused	 further	 treatment.	 That	was	why	 there
was	a	hospital	bed	in	our	office.

That	was,	clearly,	why	we	were	going	to	Wales.

I’d	be	surrounded	by	Welsh	people,	speaking	Welsh	for	an	entire	summer.	It
felt	unreal.	I’d	tried	out	other	popular	Celtic	stuff:	Irish	folk	dancing,	Scottish
Highland	 Games,	 Elizabethan	 dress-up	 at	 the	 Renaissance	 Faire,	 even
steampunk	outfits	 at	 the	Edwardian	Ball.	You	 can	 do	 anything	 you	want	 in
San	Francisco,	 and	 I	 had	 cardboard	boxes	 full	 of	 costumes	 to	 prove	 it.	But
Wales	was	better.	The	minute	I	heard	the	language,	I	knew.

And	 in	 a	 few	 short	 weeks,	 we’d	 be	 there	 for	 real.	 I	 looked	 down	 at	my
hands,	turning	my	Celtic	knot	ring	from	the	Ren	Faire	around	and	around	on
my	 finger.	 It	would	 be	my	 first	 time	 overseas,	my	 first	 vacation	 out	 of	 the
country.

It	might	be	Gee	Gee’s	last.

Born	to	Wyn,	May	15,	12:32	p.m.

I’ve	learned	enough	Welsh	to	say	“Hello,	my	name	is	Olwen	Nia	Evans
and	I	come	from	California.”	I	can	also	say	“Please,”	“Thank	you,”	and
“Where	are	the	toilets?”	If	I	can	manage	to	hold	a	conversation	by	the
time	we	get	there—even	a	boring	one—I’ll	be	happy.

Other	than	visiting	Grandma	Hazel	in	Orlando	(and	her	new	husband
Angus,	who	served	with	Grandpa	William	in	Vietnam—a	long	sad	story
that	actually	had	a	sort-of	happy	ending!),	this	will	be	the	farthest	I’ve
ever	traveled.	I’ve	even	started	dreaming	about	the	trip.

It’s	a	nice	change	from	the	other	dream,	the	recurring	nightmare.

I	deleted	the	last	line	and	typed	instead,	Maybe	if	I	keep	listening	to	Welsh
music	while	I	sleep,	I’ll	learn	by	osmosis.



I	didn’t	talk	much	about	the	dream,	even	though	my	blog	wasn’t	really	all
that	public.	Judging	from	the	lack	of	comments,	I	was	pretty	sure	nobody	was
reading	it.	Not	even	Rae.	I	tried	to	tell	myself	that	a	minimum	of	unsolicited
advice	 is	 a	 sign	 of	 a	 good	 listener.	 If	 so,	 my	 blog	 was	 definitely	 a	 good
listener.	 A	 bit	 less	 satisfying	 than	 talking	 to	 a	 real	 person,	 but	 better	 than
nothing.

The	after-lunch	bell	rang.	I	logged	out	and	pushed	my	chair	back	from	the
computer	 in	 the	 library.	 Rae	 just	 kept	 having	 more	 and	 more	 student
government	meetings,	 leaving	me	in	lunchtime	limbo.	There	were	too	many
days	like	today,	spending	my	lunch	period	doing	homework	or	blogging	in	the
library.

I	tried	to	make	it	romantic	somehow;	tried	to	see	myself	as	a	solitary	writer,
not	needing	anyone.	In	the	long	vintage	sundress	I	was	wearing	today,	at	least
I	looked	the	part.	But	it	still	felt	like	an	act.

I	hitched	up	my	backpack	and	pushed	open	the	library	doors,	squinting	into
the	 late	 spring	 sunlight—pretty,	 but	 I	 preferred	 our	 usual	 gray	weather,	 the
sky	pearly	with	soft	clouds	and	the	air	cool	and	smelling	like	the	sea.	Clearly
everyone	else	disagreed	with	me.	The	masses	of	Geary	High	School	students
were	 a	 rowdy,	 happy,	 shouting	 mob	 in	 jeans	 and	 T-shirts,	 ready	 for	 the
weekend	to	start.

I	stood	off	to	one	side,	feeling	very	alone.

Maybe	it	was	a	good	thing	I	was	going	to	be	gone	this	summer.

Just	a	couple	of	hours	later,	I	paced	back	and	forth	across	the	living	room,	all
the	lights	blazing.	Being	home	alone	in	a	converted	Victorian	that	creaked	and
cracked	during	a	rainstorm	was	too	creepy.	Mom	and	Dad	had	called	to	say
they	were	 stuck	 in	 traffic	 and	wouldn’t	 be	 home	with	 Gee	Gee	 until	 later.
Plus,	water	was	pouring	out	of	the	sky,	complete	with	thunder	and	lightning,
which	would	make	their	drive	even	slower.

I	 really	didn’t	want	 to	be	alone	 right	now.	But	 I	didn’t	want	 to	brave	 the
storm,	either.	My	steps	led	me	into	the	kitchen.	Silent	and	empty.	Then	back
to	the	living	room.

This	was	crazy.	I	had	to	talk	to	someone.	I	grabbed	my	phone,	sat	in	the	tiny
window	 seat	 at	 the	 corner	 of	 our	 living	 room,	 and	 called	 Rae.	 She	 would



know	 the	 right	 thing	 to	 say;	 she	 always	 knew	 how	 to	 distract	 me,	 how	 to
make	me	laugh.	The	first	day	we	met,	in	third	grade,	she	made	vampire	fangs
out	of	French	fries	and	made	me	snort	milk	out	of	my	nose	in	the	middle	of
the	cafeteria.	We	still	laughed	about	that.

The	phone	rang	seven	times,	long	enough	for	me	to	wonder	what	she	was
doing	 and	 whether	 she’d	 been	 avoiding	 me	 all	 day,	 and	 then	 she	 finally
picked	up.

“What’s	up?”	She	sounded	distracted.

“Are	you	busy?”	I	asked.

“Um	…	kind	of,”	 she	 said.	 “I’m	helping	my	mom	make	wontons	 for	 the
student	government	meeting	tomorrow.”

“I	could	help,”	I	said,	frowning.	I’d	made	wontons	with	Rae	and	her	mom	a
million	times.	“I	feel	like	we	haven’t	talked	in	ages.”

“Eh,	they	don’t	deserve	your	magic	touch,”	she	said.	“Anyway,	what’s	up?”

I	 ticked	 off	 each	 point	 on	my	 fingers,	 even	 though	 she	 couldn’t	 see	me.
“My	house	 is	 empty	 and	 creepy.	My	Gee	Gee	 is	 sick.	Mom	 and	Dad	 keep
arguing.	Nobody	reads	my	blog.	Oh,	and	I	haven’t	been	sleeping	well	because
I	keep	having	weird	dreams.”

“Have	 you	 been	 snacking	 late?	 It	might	 be	 an	 indigestion	 problem,”	Rae
asked	innocently.

“Har	 har.”	 I	 looked	 out	 the	 window,	 down	 at	 the	 street:	 the	 rain	 had
stopped.	 People	 were	 shaking	 off	 and	 closing	 up	 their	 umbrellas,	 either
hurrying	home	with	briefcases	held	close	or	dressed	up	and	heading	out	 for
sushi	 in	 Japantown.	 It	was	 like	 looking	 at	 an	 aquarium	 of	 strange,	 colorful
fish,	only	I	was	the	one	trapped	inside	the	tank.

The	 figures	 blurred	 behind	 the	wet	 glass,	 and	 I	wondered	 if	 I	 should	 tell
Rae	 the	 truth:	 that	 there	was	 something	weird	 about	 this	 dream.	Something
scary,	uncanny.	I	shuddered,	not	wanting	to	think	about	it.

Rae	spoke	again,	sounding	serious	now.	“If	it’s	a	real	problem,	maybe	you
should	tell	your	parents?”

I	 shook	my	head.	“They’ll	probably	 just	make	me	see	a	 therapist.	 I	don’t
want	to	talk	to	a	stranger.”
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