
Stretching Time 

I tidied my desk and light glimmered off a shiny tag. A gift - a perfect cube covered in navy 
tissue paper and tied with a silver ribbon, labelled simply ‘Mary’. I hesitated a moment, then 
decided to open it. I thought I’d kept my birthday a secret from everyone. 

 The silver ribbon unfurled in a most pleasing manner. Beneath the tissue paper was a 
small navy box. The lid slid open easily, and I smelled roses. Nestled in more tissue was a 
stone, like a flat lozenge, perfectly circular with red and orange swirls like ridges in a sand 
dune. Beautiful. I took it out of the box and felt it cold and hard in my palm. Inside the box 
was a thin scrap of yellowing paper. Made in China, I expected. But inscribed on the paper 
were brown and faded hieroglyphs – Arabic or Cyrillic or some such. 

 I did not understand why I felt compelled to stop and find out more. But no-one was 
around, I wasn’t expected home for another half hour, and this little pocket of time and calm 
alone in the office was acutely tempting. As I grasped the stone in my left hand, I felt a tiny 
flutter of pleasure. I held onto it, even though it slowed my typing. I discovered that the 
writing was Persian and the stone was supposedly an ancient Zoroastrian hour-stone, believed 
to stretch and elongate time whilst its guardian maintained skin contact. I laughed. A 
charming old wives’ tale. Extra time: what I always needed. Someone knew me well.  

I googled the Persian Empire and the Zoroastrian faith, following all the other links, 
and I must have become completely immersed in my research, because my hand relaxed and 
I dropped the stone. It clattered on the floor. Heart beating faster, I groped for it, hardly 
daring to think how late home I’d be now. Yet, according to my computer, only five minutes 
had passed. My wristwatch and the office clock confirmed this. Surely I’d been at my 
computer for hours? 

Maybe there was something in the time-stretching stone. 

I pocketed it and hid the box in my desk drawer. I would be home in good time and 
yet I’d spent ages on the computer. This present was marvellous, if it truly worked.  

 I kept it close for the entire weekend, stroking its smooth sides and feeling its 
comforting weight hidden inside my pocket.  I felt tranquil to my very core. Outdoors, we 
were treated to bright, still days. Brief strolls with my elderly father saw us covering great 
distances, cheering him no end. I deliberately held onto the stone when reading, and even 
soaking in the bath. It was down inside my sock when we visited Great Uncle Rod, who was 
delighted to see us for so long, yet it was only an hour’s visit. I hid it inside my glove when 
driving my daughter to an evening out. By the end of our longer journey together, she’d 
confided her boyfriend troubles to me. The Sunday lie-in stretched for an age. Sociable 
family mealtimes lingered without. My son finally made a start on his weekend homework, 
and completed it, the very same evening. I felt reconnected to my family.  



 A gale was blew on Monday. For the first time in years, I hadn’t checked emails or 
given work a thought over the weekend. I planned to use the stone for catching up before the 
others arrived. But when I picked it up, it burned and I dropped it. A circular red burn was 
branded on my palm. It scorched my fingers every time I tried to handle it. Eventually, I 
dropped it back into its box and blew on my sore fingertips. I hid the box in my desk drawer, 
and wished the day over. A sickly-sweet smell, like charred marshmallows clung to me all 
day. 

 Finally, alone, I searched for answers online again. Transcripts of ancient stories 
explained that guardianship of the hour-stone was temporary. It should be passed on 
elsewhere. But how? And who? I wrote out my sketchy translation of the Persian script on 
airmail paper in tiny lettering, with extra notes I considered vital, and folded it beneath the 
tissue paper.  

When a close friend told me she’d volunteered as a Hospice visitor, I knew I’d found 
the next Guardian. I smelled roses the day I slipped the newly gift-wrapped box into her 
handbag. She never mentioned it, and neither did I.  

These days, I keep a round, flat pebble from the beach on my desk. It’s a dull grey 
colour, but it feels good in my palm. It reminds me to use my time well.  

  


