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Tagstones 

by Mike Cummins 

 

 

 

The other passengers had disappeared, absorbed into the narrow streets and 

passageways of the quayside village. From across the square a young man, 

sweating under the weight of a backpack, watched Sarah sitting on her suitcase. 

She was thirty-two, slim and had her dark hair tied back, her pale skin contrasted 

against that of the locals. She was looking along the concrete jetty towards the rusty 

boat that had brought them to the island. 

A boy of perhaps ten years old ran up to her he held something towards her. 

Sarah firmly pushed the boy away. She was the last of the tourists that the boy and a 

dozen others had greeted with trinkets and offers of cheap rooms. 

An old Greek Orthodox priest in black robes grabbed the boy by the arm and 

shouted at him in Greek. The boy answered back and got a rap around the back of 

the head as the priest dragged him away. Sarah looked away and stared at the blue 

horizon beyond the boat. 

'I've got somewhere!' 

Sarah looked up and faked a smile at Dan as he approached. 'You'll love it. It's 

got a balcony, and the views are fanta...'   He could see she wasn't enjoying herself, 

despite her smile. 'Are you cool?' he asked in a softer tone. 

'I'm fine,' She replied still smiling. 

'You'll feel better tomorrow. Promise.' 
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'I know... It's just... Well, it's just not my type of holiday.' 

Dan crouched down on his knees to her eye level. Her smile faded. 'It's an 

adventure, if you don't like the room we'll move. If you don't like the island we'll hop 

on a boat to another one. Give it a chance. Chill out.' 

 

The room was as Dan had promised and this cheered Sarah who had immediately 

slipped out onto the tiled balcony to admire the view of the harbour. Dan had 

slumped onto the bed next to his backpack. 

'Feeling better?' he shouted. 

'Mmmm... maybe,' smiled Sarah as she leaned around the door, this time the 

smile was genuine. 'I'm sorry, I know how much this means to you.' 

'- to us.' 

'To us...' Sarah seductively walking over to the bed, 'I think we can get rid of this,' 

she said as she lifted his backpack and slid it across the tiled floor. Dan reached to 

stop her but it was too late, he crunched up with a violent stomach cramp. 

'What's the matter?' asked Sarah. Dan's breathing became deep and rapid. 

Sarah thought he was fooling about then she looked back and forth from Dan to the 

backpack. 'No, no, no!' she screamed at him, 'You stupid bastard'. Dan's eyes dilated 

and he began violently coughing. 'Where is it?' she screamed pouncing on the 

backpack. She unzipped the backpack and began shaking it upside down, tipping its 

contents onto the floor. Across the room Dan began coughing blood. Sarah dug 

through his clothes until she felt something solid wrapped in a T-shirt.  

'Give it to me!' he gasped. 

She ripped the shirt from the object and rushed over to Dan. 

Immediately his convulsions eased. 
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'How could you be so fucking stupid?' she screamed looking down at the object 

in her hand. It was made of a red marble-like material and was roughly the size of a 

paperback. Its edges were bevelled giving it a lozenge like shape. Sarah noticed 

how cold it was and how it softly vibrated. She dropped it onto the bed and took a 

long stride backwards, she had seen the so-called tagstones on the news but this 

was the first time she had been in contact with one. Dan took the stone and hugged 

it to his chest. 

'I got it in London,' panted Dan, still recovering. 

'When the Hell were you going to inform me?' 

Dan looked her in the eyes, 'I'm not getting rid of it. It's mine and I'm keeping it.' 

'The stone goes, Dan. I'm not having one in my life, Christ I've just had a kid 

trying to palm one off at the jetty.' 

'Relax about it,' said Dan as he rolled onto his side, 'it makes me feel good'. 

Sarah, still furious, lay down beside him and stared at the ceiling. They lay in silence 

until they fell asleep. 

 

Dan was up early and left Sarah to sleep. He found a small café in the town square 

and was sipping a coffee while thinking over the events of the day before. 

Across the way was the priest and a few tanned old men playing backgammon. 

A group of young men were watching the news on the café's television. Dan 

guessed that every day started this way. 

'You play backgammon?' Dan turned to face the boy he had seen touting to 

Sarah at the jetty. 

'Badly,' said Dan. 

'You English. You like Manchester United?' 
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'No, sorry, kid.' 

'We play backgammon,' said the boy, 'if you win I give you this nice stone.' The 

boy placed a tagstone, almost identical to Dan's, on the table. 'Nice, eh?' 

Dan reached into his day bag and placed his stone on the table. 'Already got 

one, thanks'. 

'Lot of people have them, look...' The boy pointed at people around the square, 

half a dozen of them were carrying the red stones. The boy pointed to as many 

people again who he claimed were carrying them in bags or jacket pockets. It 

seemed incredible to Dan that they had spread so far in a matter of a couple of 

weeks. 'Soon everybody have one,' said the boy. 

The priest, having lost at backgammon, shouted across to the boy. 

'I go to work,' sighed the boy and chased off down a passage after the priest. 

 

Faded bits of confetti blew past Dan and Sarah as they sat against the church wall. 

Sarah stared at the vista of the blue and whitewash village. In the distance a farmer 

was harvesting olives. It was hard for Sarah to remember that a couple of days ago 

she was in dull, rainy Sheffield.  

'It's a gorgeous place,' she said. 'But you need to get rid of the stone.' 

'There's a lot of them, it's not a big deal,' said Dan dipping some bread into a 

small bowl of olive oil. 

'I feel like I'm going out with a tagged criminal. You have to pass it on.'  

'If I wanted to I can't just pass it on, somebody has to want it.' 

Sarah gulped some juice from a carton as a silence fell over them. Dan put his 

arm around her. 

'That's the life down there,' he said, pointing to the farmer who had skipped a 
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few rows and was now partly hidden from their view. 

'Too cut off for my liking.' 

Dan took a deep breath, 'I love you, you know?'   He waited for a response. 

'You don't know that, it's too soon,' said Sarah staring at the horizon. 

'Four months?' 

'Only four months,' said Sarah, 'Let's see how things develop this week'. 

Sensing that she had upset Dan, she added: 'When I know, you'll know. 

Promise.' 

'Let's restart the holiday,' said Dan trying to lift the mood, 'I fancy the beach.' 

'The beach sounds good,' said Sarah as she turned and kissed him on the 

cheek. 

 

*   *   *  

 

A pleasant evening breeze blew in from the sea. A melted candle in the middle of the 

table lit Dan and Sarah's faces as they laughed. A few days on the beach had done 

them both some good and – noticed Dan – Sarah looked even better with a tan.  

'I'm actually enjoying myself,' said Sarah, wiping laughter from her eyes. 

'Told you you would.' 

Dan leaned back in his chair and beamed. Everything was coming good. Dan 

poured the remainder of the wine between their two glasses. As he did so he 

glanced across at the silent television, a montage of news comprising of politicians, 

protesters and close ups of red stones reminded him of the world beyond the island. 

 A raucous laugh made Dan glance across the square to a group of young men. 

One was chasing after a tagstone being thrown from one friend to another. There 
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had been moments in the past days when Dan had forgotten about his own stone 

but now he glanced down at his day bag, propped against the table leg. 

'We still need to dispose of that,' said Sarah.  

'We'll see,' replied Dan. 

The young man caught his stone and ran across the square. From the other side 

he turned and gave his friends the finger then suddenly vanished. All that remained 

was his stone that turned white and fell to the ground where it disintegrated into a 

cloud of ash. 

The square fell silent. The man's friends rushed towards to the pile of dust. 

Others drifted in behind them and slowly voices were raised. 

Dan and Sarah watched from their table. 

'We need to get home,' said Dan. 

 

Their bags were in the corner of the hotel room ready to go. Sarah was woken by 

the sound of a crowd, she turned over to see that Dan was already up. 

'Get dressed quick,' he ordered coming in from the balcony, 'or we'll not get the 

boat.' 

A few minutes later they were fighting their way through a crowd on the jetty that 

had gathered around the docked ship. They both realised that everybody had had 

the same idea. There was an argument taking place between those on the jetty and 

the crew who were not lowering the boarding planks. A crew man tapped his watch 

indicting that it was too early. Dan grabbed Sarah's arm and pushed through the 

crowd. Locals pushed back and shouted at them. 

There was loud cheer from the front of the crowd that signalled an assault on the 

ship, a mass of people climbing on each other's shoulders, they grabbed at 
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handrails and shinned up ropes. The crew were out numbered and easily pushed 

aside. More and more people streamed onto the ship, boarding planks were clumsily 

lowered allowing the less agile to push themselves on board. The crowd was moving 

as one, Dan felt himself pulled away from Sarah. She clutched at his shoulder but 

she was pulled away in another direction. Looking across Dan saw that she had 

slipped away with his day bag, weighed down by the tagstone, in her clutched hand. 

There was a scream from the deck of the ship, Dan looked up to see a 

somebody's white stone disintegrate as it hit a handrail. 

Blood spluttered from Dan's mouth. He could see Sarah forcing her way towards 

him, reaching out with the day bag. Dan fought against the flow of the mob. 

A sudden surge knocked the bag from Sarah's hand. She scrambled after it, Dan 

tried to follow but was convulsed to the ground with pain. 

Ahead of him he heard the ship creak under the influx of passengers. The crowd 

climbed aboard by any means possible. A few missed and fell into the sea. 

Rolling in pain, Dan caught a glimpse of Sarah grasping for the bag. She almost 

had it when it was snatched by an old woman. 'Give it to me!' screamed Sarah so 

loud that Dan could just about hear her. The old woman glanced into the bag and 

immediately thrust it at Sarah. 

Dan's convulsions stopped. He panted heavily, wiping the blood from his mouth. 

'Shit,' he mumbled, 'Sarah'. He staggered to his feet, turned and rammed his 

shoulder against the mob. 

There was a louder creak from the ship. Dan turned to see the upper desk – now 

so obviously a makeshift addition to the boat – as it slid forward. The crowd ebbed 

back but it was too late, the overcrowded deck collapsed onto those on the desk 

below. There was screaming. Those that could lurched out of the way to the far side 
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of the deck. 

The mob pushed in all directions, no longer sure of its goal or direction. Dan 

punched his way through. He saw Sarah waving the red stone at him. He battled on 

towards her his hand stretching for the stone. 

The sudden lurch of those on the ship pulled the ship over. The harbour side of 

its hull rose from the water. 

Dan and Sarah were now close enough to each other that a brief gap had 

opened between them. 'Throw it to me,' he yelled. In that moment she was gone. 

The white tagstone smashing into ash, trampled by the crowd. 

 

*   *   * 

 

Under the noon sun, sitting against the church wall, Dan watched the eerie calm that 

had descended over the harbour. Small wooden fishing boats lifted bodies from the 

sea. The ship was beached up at an angle against the jetty and people were being 

tended to at the quayside.  

Beyond the harbour, over the horizon were three vast columns of black smoke. 

'It is happening everywhere.'   Dan looked up, the boy was sitting next to him, his 

red stone at his feet. 'You not happy. You take my stone and be with English lady 

again.' 

Dan laughed, 'no, sorry, kid'. 

'Then I wait to go,' said the boy tapping his stone. 

Away from the harbour, near the olive grove, Dan could see a separate 

gathering around a dozen or so covered bodies, the black robe of the priest slowly 

passing from one to the next. Dan's eyes moved from the bodies to the harvested 
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olive grove. The boy watched silently as Dan sat in thought. Dan's eyes dipped to 

look at the boy's stone, then over towards the priest. This continued for a few 

minutes and then Dan smiled. 

'I will take your stone,' he said to the boy, 'if you'll do something'. 

 

The church bell clanged out across the harbour. The boy raced around and hurried 

selected locals to the church. The priest, already alarmed by the unexpected bell 

ringing, grabbed at the boy, but he pulled free and ran for the church. A small crowd, 

most carrying tagstones, were already on their way as the boy weaved between 

them. 

When they reached the church the bells had stopped and Dan had climbed 

down from the whitewashed tower to meet the procession. 

'Tell them to give them to me,' he shouted to the boy. The boy pointed and yelled 

out to the crowd who hesitantly crossed the churchyard to Dan. A middle aged 

woman held out her stone, Dan took it and thanked her. Slowly, showing nor sign of 

pain, she stepped away towards the gate. Others from the group stepped forward, 

each holding out their stone. Each time Dan gave thanks as he took it. Finally the 

boy handed over his stone. 

'Thank you,' said Dan. 

The boy smiled and sat beside him. 'You love lady very much,' he said. 'I wait 

with you'. 

Some of the crowd waited at the church gates, watching the foreigner as he sat 

on the pile of thirty or so red tagstones in the corner of the churchyard.  

As dusk fell the crowd became smaller until only the boy remained. Eventually 

even he fell asleep. 
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When he awoke Dan was gone. Amongst the pile of red stone was a small 

mound of white ash and a few of flakes of confetti. 
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