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Where We Bury Tears  

 

A faded, cherry-pink cottage sat west of the River Tweed, in a village named after a cake. It 

was home to a family that dropped pebbles in the pond in the back garden whenever they felt 

sad. The tradition had started on Judy’s side. She was told as a child that it was something 

their ancestors had always done, even before the wars, and especially through them.  

     The pond itself had taken on a duck egg sheen from years of being left to its own devices. 

Clippings of weeds floated on its surface like maypole ribbons. It was surrounded by a small, 

crumpled wall that would have looked sad if it wasn’t for the daffodils that grew through its 

cracks in Spring.  

     It was Loreli’s tenth birthday, and it would be months yet until the lemony flowers showed 

their faces. Judy was sitting carefully on the wall to the pond, her arthritic knees pulled up 

beneath her like a folding chair. The pebble flinched from her palm into the water and 

disappeared beneath the weeds. 

     Loreli watched from the conservatory door. Her party hat sat skewed on her head, covering 

one of her ears. A small heater stuttered in the corner.  

     ‘Eli?’ Granda Jim called from the kitchen. ‘You there?’ His slippered feet padded slowly 

onto the wooden floorboards. Without stopping to look at Judy he pulled Loreli back into the 

hallway where it was warmer.  

     ‘Why’s she sad on my birthday?’ Loreli asked. 

     He pulled his chin down and into his chest like a pigeon so that his head hovered closer to 

hers. ‘Sometimes, Eli, adults get sad because they’re happy.’  

     ‘But she doesn’t look happy,’ Loreli countered, too observant. ‘She looks like she’s been 

crying so much she’s bruised her cheeks. And you only look like that when you’re getting hurt 

about something.’  

     Granda Jim smiled the kind of smile that made him wiser than her. It was because he was 

old, she thought. He knew secrets she and her mother didn’t because of all those years he 

spent collecting things. ‘It’s nothing for you to worry about, though. It’s not because of you, or 

your birthday.’ He kissed her on her forehead – the fine, grey stubble on his chin scraping the 

bridge of her nose – and guided her back into the kitchen, where her birthday banners hung 

like torn parachutes.  

     Lisa and Eilidh were sitting forcefully on their hands so as not to touch the cake. Their lips 

were puckered back into their mouths to stop themselves from blowing out the candles, which 

was a vain gesture, as they’d already burned out on their own and dripped buttons of wax 

onto the cake.  

     Granda Jim sighed at the curls of smoke. ‘I’ll go get some more candles.’ 
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     ‘We didn’t blow them out,’ Eilidh started when he left the room. ‘I mean it. I’m never allowed 

to blow out my brother’s cake either. Mummy says it’s rude, and worse, that it brings you bad 

luck. Did you know that?’    

     Loreli shook her head. She didn’t care, anyway. She wanted the cake to be gone. Her 

friends too. She wanted to be alone, to find out why Judy had been throwing pebbles into the 

pond again.   

     ‘Where were you?’ Lisa spoke up, her eyes lingering on the cake. It was the same 

caterpillar cake Judy got her every year. Its too-white eyes looked ready to slide off the side of 

its chocolate head.  

     ‘Looking for Mum.’  

     ‘Is she depressed?’ Eilidh asked. She was always the bolder one. ‘Mummy says she’d be 

depressed if Daddy died. Do you think she is?’ 

     ‘No,’ Loreli said. She didn’t know what depression was, but the way it fell out of Eilidh’s 

tongue made it a curse. 

     ‘Apparently once you have it you can’t get rid of it.’  

     ‘Mami’s always been the same.’ But she knew that was a lie. Nothing was the same now.  

     Granda Jim returned with Judy, and the scent of her perfume slid back into the room – a 

dusty patchouli just short of being sweet. Eilidh stopped talking altogether.  

     ‘Now where were we, girls?’ Judy asked, picking up where she’d left off. She stretched her 

lips into the smile that made her look beautiful, and Loreli was glad of it, because maybe then 

her friends wouldn’t see the way the walls hung around them like wilting flowers.  

 

In her room at night, Loreli could feel the pond brooding in the garden. It made everything 

darker, especially her dreams, and over the past few weeks Judy and Granda Jim had been 

speaking to it everyday. She’d decided it must have been growing into the earth, because 

there was no way any pond could hold all those stones.  

     ‘Ru?’ Loreli’s voice was fragile.  

     A shadow in the corner of the room moved. ‘Did you have a good birthday?’ It asked.  

     ‘I tried to invite you.’ 

     ‘It’s fine. She hasn’t even met me.’  

     The shadow came out of its corner and stood amidst the warm, pastel hues of Loreli’s 

nightlight, becoming human – a young girl with tangled hair made up of green split ends. She 

wore a bright teal dress that made her look like a mermaid, plugged into the earth, glowing 

gently like the moon that slipped in through the curtains. 

     Loreli had to blink to see her properly. ‘Do you know what depression is?’ she asked. 

     Ru nodded and the air lapped around her. She sat down on the foot of the bed, her feet 

hovering over the rusty floorboards. Ru didn’t worry about getting to bed late. She promised 

Loreli that her parents weren’t the real kind anyway. 
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     ‘What is it then?’ Loreli pushed. 

     ‘You can’t know what depression is from hearing it,’ was all Ru said. She usually kept quiet 

about the things she never really wanted to know about in the first place.  

     Loreli sighed. The sigh turned into a yawn so big she felt as though she’d inhale the whole 

room, too tired to keep the conversation going.  

     ‘Is the window open for you?’ she whispered.  

     If Ru answered, Loreli didn’t hear. She was thinking about the day they’d met, in the 

waiting room, the one with the parma violet walls and the posters with the kind of typesets that 

made people blink and rub their heads to clear the vibration that hospitals mustered so well. It 

wasn’t anything like the hospital she went to for her legs. The Sick Kids Hospital had a Play 

Station, colourful pictures framed along each of the walls, and even the floors were painted 

with snakes and ladders and chessboards. In this one, everything was empty.  

      ‘I want to go home,’ she’d said to Judy’s back, which disappeared between the doors that 

flapped continually in and out like gills.  

     Loreli was left alone with the bookmark she’d stuffed into her pocket in a hurry. The rest of 

the book lay open on her bed. She could still see the outline of the page she’d stopped on 

when the sirens found them. She held onto the bookmark tightly in her palm, noticing the girl 

sitting beside her, alone too, staring at the burning lights on the ceiling.  

     ‘Ru,’ the girl said, smiling.  

     She was young, like Loreli, but she was dressed like she was old. 

     ‘Have you been here long?’  

     Ru nodded, her sadness sinking into the cracks in the linoleum floor. Loreli didn’t know 

what to do with it. She looked back at the door and drew her hands onto her lap, using her 

forefinger to scratch the skin from the side of her thumb.  

     They sat in silence for a bit before Granda Jim came to take her home, away from the 

hospital, where people were falling down everywhere like pegs on a windy day. Loreli prodded 

her leg once. And then again. Harder. She didn’t feel fragile. She was going to live forever, 

she decided. But Papi wasn’t.  

     That’s what Granda Jim told her on the bus ride home. They passed through the darkened 

rows of terraced houses and empty swing-parks, and it made Loreli think of being in a corn-

field at night, with the lights of a combine harvester drawing closer.  

     ‘Ever?’ she asked, and Granda Jim wrapped her beneath the wings of his coat like a 

fledgling bird. 

     ‘Forever, for now,’ he said.  

 

Just a few days after the burial, Loreli sat in their back garden, staring at the circular mound of 

pond in front of her, and at Granda Jim, who was using his shins to balance against its wall. 

The words he spoke were muffled and mostly hidden by the sound of the pebbles rattling 
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about in his wrinkled palms like a coin box. It made Loreli feel seasick, as though they were 

up-side down and under water, waiting to capsize fully.  

     She waited until he left before she started throwing stones at the pond’s wall. The sound 

they made against the bigger rocks satisfied her for a moment, but she soon got bored and 

then angry. She threw them harder. She wanted to make thunder, so that it would charge from 

the sky and singe the very earth holding the pond.  

     ‘Stop it,’ a voice called from behind her. ‘You’ll damage it.’  

     Loreli scrutinised the pond and its pathetic excuse for a wall, at the way it looked ready to 

crumble apart and disintegrate beneath the mud any second. ‘It’s already falling apart!’ 

     Ru walked up to it and ran her hands across the mossy stone. ‘That’s just how you see it.’  

     ‘And it makes Mum sad. I hate it. I’ve always hated it.’ 

     ‘That’s not true.’  

     ‘Is so,’ Loreli said, defiant, watching Ru with added intensity. Since she’d come back from 

the hospital with Granda Jim, she saw her everywhere.   

     ‘I know you’re just angry. People say hurtful things when they’re angry,’ Ru was kneeling 

over the pond, staring into it so that the ragged ends of her hair touched its surface, absorbing 

the sticky water. ‘It looks bigger from here than it does on the outside.’  

     Loreli wanted to ignore her but it was too late, she was already drawn in. She looked at her 

reflection next to Ru’s, at how it wavered in the depths, trapped beside all of those forgotten 

stones. ‘I wish we could rid of this thing,’ she said. 

     ‘One day you’ll start to forget, and you’ll need things like this to remind you.’  

     Loreli was going to ask what she meant but when she looked up she saw Judy standing at 

her bedroom window, wrapped in her lilac, tea-stained dressing gown, waving for Loreli to 

come in. It was to be the kind of day where they stared at walls whilst the TV was on, trying to 

remember what it felt like before.     

 

When the flowers and cards eventually stopped pouring into their home, Judy decided to 

throw out all of their floral candles and sprays. She tied up strings of tree-shaped car 

fresheners in every room in the hopes of creating a forest inside, but Loreli felt as though they 

were now living in a car garage.     

     ‘Things can start getting better now,’ Judy said to Loreli over breakfast.  

     It was to be her first day back at school since she’d met Ru in the hospital and come back 

without Papi. Loreli pushed the small, golden puffs of cereal around the off-white milk and 

tried to think of a reason not to go in without having to name the real one.  

     She’d been happy at home – a safe distance away from the outside world that pretended 

death was less obvious than chewing gum on the underside of a table.   

     ‘Grandad will pick you up tonight, I’ll be working late,’ Judy added.  

     That was the deal. They would start back together. 
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     But at school, the walls were empty. The pictures her Dad had taken of the abandoned, 

overgrown railway track had been unfastened from their places, the class project on mining 

long since forgotten. She wondered where the box would be – if it was waiting behind the door 

to the class cupboard, patient enough to sit there forever until she found it. 

     For the whole day, Eilidh didn’t mention depression again. At lunch she fought with Lisa 

over ways to fit Loreli back into their games and their stories. They stopped pretending when 

the home bell rang.  

     Loreli jumped the four steps out of the front door as she always did and for a moment – 

one pain-free, foolish moment – she forgot about it all, as Ru had said she would, and 

expected to see her father’s face peering over the red-brick wall at her, waving towards his 

dented Volvo.  

     Her brain fired needles into her fingers and toes as Granda Jim grinned in his place, 

balancing on his walking stick as though the world might topple over at any moment.  

     She clutched her lunchbox to her chest and spun, sprinting around the school to the back 

gates. Her hurried footsteps drowned out the sound of Granda Jim’s worried calls. She ran 

until she reached the narrow, dilapidated vennel leading towards her cul-de-sac. Over the wall 

to her garden, she thought she could see Judy sitting at the pond, like she had on her 

birthday, but when her eyes focused in the evening light, she saw that it was Ru, climbing up 

onto the unstable wall.  

     ‘Ru!’ she shouted, letting the anger build up inside her small chest.  

     The sun splintered its way through the barren apple tree in the garden as Ru’s head dipped 

completely beneath the water’s surface, leaving only ripples behind. Loreli’s heart twisted and 

raced. She tried to climb the wall to the pond but slipped. Her knuckles crunched against the 

pebbled floor no less than a foot below her. She felt around frantically for Ru but there was 

nothing there but pebbles. Enough pebbles to fill an entire ocean.  

     With her bony fingers she grabbed them and threw them out of the pond and onto the 

frozen grass around it. Nobody had ever taken them out before. She kept digging her way 

deeper into the earth but the smooth stones moved like sand, and the sadness that brewed 

there was cold and bitter and endless. It seared its way down her cheeks and into the water. 

When she felt the sting of blood at her nails she gave up, eventually, pushing her hands deep 

into the pebbles until her fingers splayed out like a fan and she understood, that this was what 

it meant to bury tears.  
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