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He saw movement by the shoreline. A glint of something reflected across the bay on the bank opposite. He picked up the binoculars from their case and looked out towards the other island. Yes, he saw three people wandering up and down beside the slipway, searching for something. A boat most likely! he thought.

He kept a steady watch on them through the binoculars and moved his foot forward to give a reassuring tap to the butt of his rifle. After months of using a long-barrelled shotgun, he now had an Arctic Warfare Magnum sniper rifle (the AWM) fitted with a longer bolt to take the .300 Winchester ammunition and an effective range of 1,100 metres. This was the rifle favoured by the British Army, the rifle that had confirmed kills at ranges in excess of 2,000 metres. This particular version had a folding stock; so much easier to carry with a rucksack.

There seemed no need to move from his concealed position just above the treeline. He reckoned he was about 1 to 1.5km from the three figures. They had glanced in his direction but only for the time it took them to realise that the ferry was berthed on the opposite shore to them; they now seemed more interested in an apparently abandoned car in the car park just to the right of the jetty. He heard the distant smash of a car window shattering, shortly followed by the high revving of a cold internal combustion engine. He watched with little interest as a small red Ford Focus drove out of the car park and away out of his field of vision. The direction of travel would take them back to the bridge that linked the island they were on to the mainland.

He stayed stock still, listening intently as the sound of the car engine became fainter, until it was no more. He maintained his stillness in the undergrowth, his senses attuned to anything unnatural. He saw the heads of a couple of grey seals as they bobbed up on the periphery of his sightline between him and the jetty on the opposite bank. They disappeared as quickly as they had arrived. He stayed put for about another 20 minutes, then, happy with the stillness, he rose from his position, hefted the rucksack onto his back, folded the stock of the sniper rifle and slung that onto his back also. He shook himself to adjust some of the deadness in his legs and began to walk back through the trees away from the coastline.

As he walked, he began to think once again about the strange set of circumstances that had ended with him now based on a small island just off the western coast of Scotland. He had been a resident of the island, not by choice, about four months now. Four months that had changed the world and his own life beyond all recognition. Here he was, a retired police officer who had been trying to enjoy the change of pace that retirement had brought him, suddenly thrust into a world where civilisation had receded to a time before order, civility, the rule of law, common decency and compassion existed. What remained was chaos and brutality. The struggle to survive had dealt him a reasonable hand. To be enjoying a brief touring holiday on a remote Scottish island when the world turned had been a definite head start. Quite what would have become of them in their semi-detached in the South East did not really bear thinking about. He moved out onto a narrow, metalled track and continued up the small rise to a point where he could see the buildings come into view.

This selection of low buildings, now joined together with modern glass and heavy beamed architecture, was originally the stately home of the landowner of this small sparsely populated island, then a hotel. A few years ago, it had been converted into a brand-new malt whisky distillery, so recent in fact that no actual official malt whisky was available yet for general sale. A quirk of the drink is that for Scottish malt whisky to be sold as such, it must have spent at least three years and one day maturing in a cask before bottling. Therefore, the only spirit so far available (prior to the cataclysmic events that had overtaken them) had been a new spirit bottled as a taster for those waiting for the release of the new whisky!

The distillery had been the reason he was originally on the island. He had read of the establishment of a new whisky distillery on Raasay and had seen that it had offered accommodation within the buildings in the form of a rather luxurious hotel. Things had been getting tense in the country; there was the beginning of a shortage of goods in the supermarkets and the level of infection was skyrocketing out of control, especially in the cities and more heavily populated areas. He was a keen watcher of news and current affairs and had always been perceptive of public attitudes and behaviour. In his mind, there was change ahead; the news reports were pointing to the NHS being overwhelmed and death rates were the highest they had been. The public’s attitude to remaining at home and abiding by the rules implemented by the government was starting to fracture.

His initial thought was simply to seek a break and a change of scenery for his wife and himself, away from the more densely populated areas. The island, in addition to the attraction of the distillery, had a welcome remoteness, a very small indigenous population and some excellent walking trails to explore and soak up some of the much-needed Highland fresh air. They had booked rooms and packed for a short break. The rugged landscape had ensured they packed large rucksacks and quantities of heavy-duty outdoor clothing, excellent footwear, including crampons, walking poles, all of his accumulated camping equipment, several sleeping bags, stoves, insulated matts, torches, waterproofs, gloves, hats, maps, compass, GPS devices and a range of rations and energy bars. In addition, their 4x4 carried several blankets, a shovel, more torches, rubber boots for each of them and snow chains for the vehicle. Over the years, he had acquired a few 20-litre ex-MOD jerry cans, which were filled with diesel fuel and fastened to the roof rack.

He also went into his first-floor study and opened his gun safe. He had spent a little of his retirement doing some clay pigeon shooting at a local open-air range. As he had started to become more of a regular, he had decided to obtain a shotgun licence and buy a gun of his own. After much deliberation, he had opted for a rather evil-looking 12-gauge that resembled the American M16 rifle. The Akdal MKA 1919 gas-operated semi-automatic was manufactured in Turkey. He had picked this black model up from a local dealer second hand. In addition to the normal five-cartridge box magazine, it had come with a 10-shell magazine too! As he opened his gun safe, he mulled over whether to take it or not. Finally, he pulled out a black leather gun case and placed the shotgun inside. He also picked up two boxes of 12-gauge birdshot shells and put them inside the case with the gun and zipped it closed. When he got to their car, he lifted the false bottom of the boot and placed the gun case under this, packing some other soft items around and over the top to disguise its presence. He knew it was a strange decision to be taking his gun, but he reasoned that the chances were that it would never be removed from the car, let alone from its case.

As they had travelled north up the A1, the radio in the vehicle continued to broadcast disturbing developments about the contagion. Hospitals were declaring states of emergency, people were now dying in ambulances and being abandoned in situ, as there was no one to deal with them. The very people charged with dealing with the sick were themselves too sick to work. There had been isolated reports of looting and disorder at the supermarkets. People had gone into full panic buying mode, leaving very little on the shelves. The elderly and most vulnerable had reportedly been found dead at home by visiting relatives and friends, their pleas for assistance going unanswered in the deluge of new cases.

He decided to push on through the night, sharing the driving duties with his wife rather than stopping at a hotel, fearing any interaction with others could risk exposure. He had read that the infection was most dangerous for the elderly and those with underlying respiratory conditions, but more recently it was becoming clear that the infection, as it spread, was mutating and was now a real threat to everyone, regardless of age or health. As they pushed on into Scotland, it was clear the country was starting to break down. He steered the vehicle off the A1 and took to the back routes to try to bypass any large urban areas.

The stop for fuel had been a test. He found a remote station on a hillside, pulling in and seeing a man inside the shop area. He saw that he was able to pay at the pump and, using disposable gloves, he completed the fuelling, topping off all the jerry cans too. Having disposed of the gloves, he waved at the figure in the shop but received no response. He got back into the vehicle, and they continued.

Once past Fort William, the roads were empty of all but the odd car travelling in the opposite direction. Eventually, they turned left and headed for the Isle of Skye. At any other time, they would have been marvelling at the wonderful scenery and talking excitedly about a return to Skye, which had been one of their first holidays together. Thinking about the beautiful walks they had done, the wonderful Talisker whisky experience and laughing at the rain that had fallen every day of their stay. The weather today was perversely clear and sunny. It was cold but beautifully crisp and fresh. The distraction of the radio broadcasts kept them focused on getting to Skye, over the bridge at Kyle of Loch Alsh. When he had come to the island as a boy, there had been a ferry to cross on to the island, but since 1995, the bridge had connected the island to the mainland.

As they passed over the bridge onto the island, he felt himself relax just a little. He turned and smiled at his wife as they passed the turning for Ardvasar on the Aird of Sleat. He recalled his time as a boy on the island. He had vague memories of them turning and heading down to Ardvasar and then continuing down the ever-narrowing road to eventually reach their holiday lodge. He remembered it being set halfway up a hillside. It had been a simple building, with a basic kitchen and dining area and a small snug lounge with a beautiful big open fire. The central staircase rose to a first floor of two reasonable bedrooms and a modest bathroom. He remembered the air being so fresh and the night sky being so clear, really seeing stars properly for the first time. He had loved the countryside, climbing the hill behind the lodge to the summit and the spectacular views whichever way he looked. A view across the sound to the port of Mallaig and the mainland of Scotland one way, and out over a bay and towards the forbidding and brooding jagged peaks of the Cuillin mountain range the other.

He broke from this memory and returned to their journey as they came into a small area of habitation. Broadford, the sign on the road indicated as they continued past some more properties and a Co-op supermarket, which seemed to be open for business. He knew from his planning that they were about 10 to 15 miles from the tiny ferry slipway at Sconser. After 20 minutes or so, they arrived at the modest car park, the small roll-on roll-off ferry immediately visible at the slipway. The MV Hallaig was probably about 150 feet long and looked relatively new. A man in uniform ushered him forward and indicated that he was clear to drive onto the ferry and that money for the passage would be taken on board. There was one other vehicle in front of him and a large non-articulated HGV bearing the Co-op logo to his right. Once he drove onto the ferry, the same man in uniform who had ushered him forward from the shore appeared at his window with a card reader. He and his wife put on their face masks, and he lowered the window and tapped the card reader with his credit card. He declined the offer of a receipt, and he closed the window.

He remembered his caution had still seemed very uncomfortable and anti-social at the time, almost rude to the uniformed ferry operative. How things had changed. After a short wait of no more than 10 minutes and with no further vehicles or passengers embarking, the ferry ramp behind him lifted and the engine note changed. They moved away from the slipway and out into the sound. The sea was flat calm, the weather still beautifully clear and sunny. The ferry was making good progress around a small headland and out into a channel, from which the island of Raasay could now been seen properly as it came closer.

The crossing had taken about half an hour. The engine note subsided as they slowed, and the front ramp began to descend as the slipway appeared. There was the loud clanging of metal hitting concrete as they docked. The uniformed operative reappeared and waved at the HGV, which was all the prompt the HGV driver needed to start his engine. The vehicle moved forward off the ferry, up the slight incline of the slipway and away up the hill. The brake lights of the car in front came on and it too moved forward and off the ferry. Peter started the engine, put his vehicle in drive and drove slowly forward, waving at the ferry staff. Following the vehicles in front, he drove off and up the slipway, onto the jetty, past a small car park containing two cars and drove off to the right, guided by a sign for Raasay Distillery and Hotel. In no time, they caught up with the HGV from the ferry and followed it down some narrow roads. As the HGV continued, they saw the entrance to the distillery and drove into the grounds of what had formerly been a private home, then a hotel called Borodale House. The new company had converted the buildings into a new malt whisky distillery and fashioned six new deluxe double bedrooms for guests to stay in. They had booked for seven nights, and as they pulled into the drive, it was clear that they were the only car in the car park.

They both made their way to the entrance, impressed with the open plan look of the newly created structure and the views of the large copper whisky stills visible through the vast panoramic windows. The lady at reception was warm and welcoming, quickly finding their reservation and indicating that they were indeed the only guests currently to be staying with them. A proper key was handed over, the type that opens a dead lock as opposed to a plastic card, along with directions to the room and the Wi-Fi code. The room was beautifully clean, with crisp white bed linen, tea and coffee making facilities with lovely fresh milk (not the UHT stuff you get in those little white plastic containers) and the most awe-inspiring view across the bay towards Skye and the Cuillin Hills.

They returned to their vehicle and unloaded all their luggage and walking and camping paraphernalia. Peter also subtly brought in his shotgun. The initially tidy, pristine room was now crammed with all they had brought from home. There was a large flat screen television on the wall that appeared to have a Freeview system. He turned on the set and flicked to a national news channel. Immediately there was a change of tone from the broadcasts they had watched up to this point. They both stopped what they were unpacking and listened intently to the serious tone of the newscaster as he gave the latest information and guidance.

It was now much more deadpan. The guidance was now being given in the form of strictly enforced rules. The basis of the instruction was that all persons, with absolutely no exception, were to stay indoors, wherever that may be. There was an outright ban on travelling. From 1800 hours that evening, every single person in the country was to stay inside. This would be enforced by the police and military. All persons discovered breaching this directive would be immediately detained and moved to newly created holding centres. Any form of resistance to these new measures would be dealt with robustly and with force if necessary. This internal quarantining was to last initially for 48 hours, with further instructions given during that time.

He processed the information he had just heard and stared out of the window at the beautiful scenery and clear blue sky. He turned slowly back to his wife, who was sat on the end of the bed. She looked back at him. He gave a small half-smile… “Fuck!”
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“What do we do then, Peter?” his wife Helen said.

“It looks like we are staying here, certainly for the immediate future,” he replied.

“Let’s go back to reception and have a chat with that lady who checked us in!”

They left their room and went back down to reception, only to find the desk unattended.

Peter rang the bell on the desk to get someone’s attention. After a short while, the kindly old lady who they had met when checking in returned. The smile on her face seemed just a little bit more strained.

“Hello, my dears, what a dreadful situation! I am just rushing to get the last ferry back to Skye.”

“Where does this change in the rules leave us as guests at the hotel?” Peter asked.

“You are welcome to come with me and get the ferry back over and then try and continue your journey,” the lady replied.

“We are too far from home to be able to comply with the new deadline, so we are thinking we would stay here, certainly in the immediate future. Would that be okay?”

“Well, I am only here with two members of the kitchen staff and another person is away on business for the distillery, but we are all heading over to the ferry so we can all get back to Skye, where we live.”

Peter was just starting to grow slightly frustrated with the lady’s inability to understand that they needed to know what their options were.

“So, what are we supposed to do?” Peter asked in a slightly more direct tone.

“I am just the receptionist here, the owner and manager of the hotel and distillery are away at the moment, so I don’t know what I can suggest. All I know is that I want to be back home and am going to have to leave now to get the ferry.”

 As she finished her declaration, two younger people, a girl in her 20s and a younger male, appeared from the staff entrance, busily putting on jackets and carrying small bags.

The lady took her cue from the two new arrivals and started to put a coat on, which had been hanging from the back of the door.

“That’s it, we are going to have to go. As I said, you are welcome to come with us, but we are going now!”

“Is there any food in the kitchen? Where are the keys to the place? When is the next ferry after this evening?”

He might as well have been talking to himself as the three figures disappeared out of the front entrance, past their vehicle and up the road out of sight.

Peter looked long and hard at the entrance, part of him wondering if they would possibly return. But nothing stirred.

“Welcome to Raasay Distillery Hotel, could the last one out please turn off the lights and lock up,” Peter quietly said.

“What are we going to do then?” Helen spoke quietly too, but there was a little bit of fear and nervousness in her voice.

“Right, we have a room and a bed for the night. Let’s have a bit of an explore of the hotel and the distillery and assess things after that. I am wondering if there are any other people nearby,” Peter exclaimed. “Do you want to stay together or split up?” he continued.

“Can we stay together, please? I am feeling a little bit freaked out about this and would rather be with you while we look round,” Helen replied.

“Okay then, shall we start down here and see how much access we have to the hotel and see if they have any food in their kitchens.”

They walked through the open staff door into an office with two desks. There was the usual assortment of office chairs, computers on each desk, some calendar planners taped to the wall and a white board with what appeared to be the rosters for the next four weeks. Peter stared at the board, and by a simple process of name repetition, it was clear that the three figures scurrying down to the ferry had been the receptionist, Gail, the cook, Ross, and the waitress-cum-chambermaid, Olga. On the far side of the office was another door. Peter opened the door and, with Helen following closely, they entered a dark corridor. There were doors either side indicating male and female toilets; they checked and found the doors unlocked. The next door on the right opened onto a large dining area furnished with half a dozen tables, four chairs at each table. A bar area at the far end had a spectacular display of the New Raasay Distillery (New Spirit) whisky. The opposite end of the room from the bar was a panoramic window wall, with another glorious view of the Cuillins on Skye.

They returned to the corridor and opened another door opposite the dining room. This was a large, well-appointed industrial-sized kitchen, with an eight-ring gas hob, two eye-level grills, a couple of deep fat fryers, some stainless-steel work tops and islands. There were drawers under the work tops, knives affixed to the wall and a variety of other large machines that Peter couldn’t immediately identify. There was a corridor off the kitchen leading to another room, which contained a walk-in fridge and another walk-in freezer. Peter tried each of the doors in turn, opening the fridge first, which seemed well stocked with milk, cheese, butter and some meat in packets and other prepared meals. The freezer was also well stocked with boxes of frozen cod and salmon, several boxes of pies and other pastries, a good selection of frozen vegetables and tubs of ice cream and what looked like a range of frozen pre-prepared meals.

“Well, it looks like we won’t have to dig into our own rations just yet.” Peter smiled.

Just in a large alcove to the side of the freezer was a sizeable dry goods store. Similar to the fridge and freezer, this area was well stocked with lots of packets of rice, pasta, cereals, an array of tinned goods, large bags of flour and other things that would need to be investigated later.

They left the kitchen area and pushed open the final door at the end of the corridor, marked “Fire Exit”. Being careful not to lock themselves out, they opened this to find themselves in a large outside yard, with two medium-sized trucks parked next to one another, a large 4x4-type vehicle, a stack of sherry barrels, and they could see three other buildings, which were clearly the buildings of the distillery. He wasn’t sure what made him think to do it, but as he stared at the vehicles in the yard, he decided to check them out. To his surprise, he found the vehicles were unlocked and the keys were (as he’d seen so many times in the movies) under the flap of the driver’s sun visor. He made a mental note to check the level of fuel of each vehicle, but that could wait.

They both moved back inside through the staff corridor and into the dining area, which in turn opened out into a comfortable modern lounge on the edge of the building. The enormous glass window appeared to be framing the now familiar Cuillins on Skye. A large flat screen television dominated the wall space above the fireplace. Peter could see the remote control on a coffee table in front of the fire. “Let’s check out what’s happening then,” he spoke quietly. Helen looked at him and just nodded. They turned on the television and an information message filled the screen. In bold typed letters, the message was numbingly clear in its starkness!

TO ALL PEOPLE EVERYWHERE

STAY INDOORS

DO NOT GO OUT FOR ANY REASON

FOR YOUR SURVIVAL

STAY INSIDE

Peter flicked across a random number of channels; the same message was being screened everywhere. “Well, this has clearly got serious!” Peter commented.

Helen looked up and said, “More serious than the last 15 months of restrictions?”

“It looks as if we could be here for a while longer than we expected then,” Peter said. Helen just nodded her agreement.

“Okay, we need to get ourselves fed, then we need to get organised. We have plenty of supplies here and it looks like we are on our own. We are on a small Scottish island, away from the centres of population, so if, as I suspect, the disease has changed and become deadlier, then we are in as good a place as we can be to ride this out until the government or whoever gets a grip on things.”

Helen said, “Okay, food first, then let’s make a list of what we need to do here, what options we have and a strategy if where we are now becomes less safe than it appears at present.”

Peter smiled. “At least we have each other, love!” He sidled up to her and gave her a hug. Helen turned towards him, and they kissed each other.

“You mentioned food and I’m starving,” Helen said.

“Okay, let’s see what we can find in the kitchen then because I am pretty peckish myself,” laughed Peter as he moved back to the corridor and across into the kitchen…
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Peter was jolted out of his reverie and back to his position in front of the distillery building. It looked the same as when they had arrived four months ago. Was it really only four months since they had arrived for their week’s break, away from the insidious, silent illness that had been creeping across the country? As he walked into the car park, he saw Helen had reversed their vehicle so that it was facing out the way they had come in. It was an old habit he had always followed, better to be facing in the intended direction of travel if you want to get out of somewhere in a hurry. He moved past their vehicle and around the side of the building, heading to the open yard at the rear.

“Helen, it’s Peter. I am just coming around the corner into the yard, alright, love?” The “alright, love” bit was their code to each other that they were moving freely and not under any sort of duress. As he rounded the building line, he could see Helen was busy loading boxes into the rear of a truck. “Hello, how are you doing?” Peter asked.

“Not bad. I have just about loaded all the dry goods and am ready for you to give me a hand with the frozen stuff if that is okay?” she replied.

“Sure, no worries. I spotted something while out on my walking patrol. It was three people moving on Skye; I thought they might be looking at a way to get across to us here, but they took a car and disappeared away toward the bridge at Loch Alsh,” Peter commented about the three individuals he had spied earlier.

Helen nodded. “I reckon people will have to be heading for larger towns to try for food and supplies by now.”

“Yep, I think you may be right. Did you see anyone while I was down at the jetty?” Peter went on.

“No, there are one or two chimneys with smoke coming from them in the town, but I reckon everyone here is keeping their heads down,” Helen responded.

“Did you get everything on the list?” Peter asked.

“No fresh milk and not much cheese left, but I did get a case of long-life stuff on board,” Helen answered.

“Let me help you load this frozen stuff into the truck then.”

They disappeared back into the hotel part of the distillery and returned with boxes of frozen fish, meat, part-baked bread, ready meals of lasagne, other pasta delights, chilli, casseroles, etc., and best of all, they were all in industrial quantities. After 20 minutes or so, they felt they had loaded as much as they could. Peter had been over to one of the distillery warehouses where they kept the maturing casks of whisky and liberated two firkins of spirit that had been laid there since 2017.

Helen walked back to the front of the hotel where their own vehicle was parked and got in the driver’s seat. Peter got into the truck they had just loaded and started it up. He stamped on the clutch and forced the gear shift into first, a few revs and a subtle lift of the clutch pedal and the truck leapt forward as he steered it out of the rear yard and out to the front to join Helen. He had driven this truck a few times now, and in his life, he had driven countless vehicles of all shapes and sizes, but the clutch on this thing was still a bastard!

He drove past Helen in their vehicle, pulled out onto the road and headed back towards the ferry quay. He drove past the turning for the quayside and carried on up the single-track road, heading north. He knew this road avoided many of the buildings and houses on the island. The track hugged the coast, then turned back on itself as it climbed away from the coastline. They eventually came to a junction and took a sharp left turn again heading north, away from the most inhabited part of the island. The countryside was a mixture of low heather and gorse moorland, with a few small areas of forest. The weather was still being kind to them. It was Scotland after all, so rain was always to be expected, but today was dry and quite bright, with the sun occasionally breaking through the clouds, which were travelling slowly across the sky on this almost windless day. The road continued to follow the contours of the ground in front of them and snaked its way around hill and scrub. Eventually, they reached a sign. Callum’s Road. Peter knew from the way down to the distillery that the road was now much narrower and less well metalled. There was some fairly large potholes and parts of the surface had clearly been washed away in bad weather.

Peter kept a watchful eye in his mirrors to make sure Helen was still keeping up in their vehicle behind. She was happy to keep a safe distance between them, but not too far. As they rounded a headland, the road looked to come to an end up ahead. There was a signpost indicating this small hamlet of half a dozen houses was known as Arnish. An earlier exploration had found that most of the buildings belonged to a farm that was now deserted and one or two apparently empty holiday cottages, all boarded up. Just before the road ended, there was a track going off sharply to the left and down a small descent to the sea. The track disappeared into the sea at this point, with a usable concrete slipway.

Moored and anchored just to the left of the slipway was a 40-foot catamaran motor cruiser with a large, covered cabin, flybridge above and a spacious open deck area. Peter reversed the truck down the slipway as far as he dared. He jumped down and unhooked the rear drop gate of the truck.

“Okay?” he said as Helen joined him on the slipway.

“Yes, that road doesn’t get any better, does it! Did you see anybody?” Helen asked.

“Not a soul, the place is almost too quiet. So, let’s get all the stuff on board and get the vehicles secured in case we get a chance of another resupply.”

Between the two of them, they unloaded the contents from the back of the truck and managed to get it onto the rear deck area of the catamaran. Once the truck was empty, Peter drove back up the slope and parked the vehicle. He opened the bonnet and unscrewed the distributor cap, removed the rotor arm and put it in his pocket. He then locked the cab and returned to the slipway. Helen had reversed their own vehicle down the slipway, had the hatchback open and was throwing bags of things onto the catamaran.

“Well done, love. Be done in no time,” Peter encouraged. “Do you want me to park the car?” he went on.

Helen said, “No, I’ll get parked, and you get the boat started and make sure all the stuff is secure on board.”

“Okay, reckon we’ve earned a drink once we get back to base.”

“Did you get gin?” Helen smiled.

“What?! From the distillery that we have just left?” Peter laughed.

He got onto the rear of the boat and went into the cabin, pulling a key out from under his coat that was on a light neoprene lanyard. He put the key in the starter slot on the control panel and turned it. Some lights came on and he pressed the green starter button and the engine burst into life. While he was waiting for Helen to return, he sorted out the various containers of supplies and brought the more perishable items into the cabin. The weather was still very clear and calm, but he knew how quickly things could change. Helen untied the front mooring line from a large rock by the side of the slipway. Peter, not as well versed with boats as he was with motor vehicles, had put out a front and a rear anchor. He winched in the rear anchor. Helen clambered on board and walked to the front of the boat. She indicated that she was ready at the front anchor winch and Peter put the boat into reverse. Helen began to winch in the front anchor, holding her left arm in the air so Peter could see she was still winching in anchor chain. After a short while, she lowered her arm and shouted, “Clear!” With the anchors and mooring lines all aboard, Peter reversed the boat slowly out of the small inlet into the channel between Skye and where they were on the north-western shore of Raasay. Once out in the channel, Peter put the boat into drive, and they headed north.

Peter moved the boat out into the middle of the channel, not comfortable with the many rocks sticking above the surface along the shoreline of Raasay. The wind was a little stronger here and there were small waves just lapping against the front of the boat as they headed north, but the catamaran was very stable as they moved along. Helen had stowed the anchor and chain and had joined Peter in the cabin. They were now moving past a small rocky outcrop that Peter knew from his map to be Eilean Fladday, and they would shortly pass another smaller outcrop island called Eilean Tigh. They were heading for the next parcel of land to the north, a small island of about four square miles, with a couple of hills of no more than 350 feet in height, called Rona. Peter had studied the maps carefully and knew that just beyond the island they were approaching was a small inlet, forming the most wonderful natural harbour, sheltered from the elements with a manmade jetty providing safe mooring and large enough for a vehicle to drive right up to the boat. Peter slowed the boat as the channel was quite narrow. He threaded the boat between the small outcrop of rock and the main island of Rona, into the wide sheltered harbour. As the jetty came into view, Helen picked up the binoculars from the cabin table and scanned the land around the jetty. “I can’t see anyone!” she exclaimed.

“Okay, let’s get going. Is the Ranger thing still there?” Peter asked.

“Yes, right where we left it this morning,” Helen replied.

Peter manoeuvred the boat to come alongside the jetty. Without needing to be asked, Helen had placed four large white fenders along the port side of the boat, to protect the boat as they moored alongside the concrete jetty. Helen jumped onto the jetty carrying the front mooring line, which she attached to the purpose-built metal mooring. Peter put the boat into reverse, then neutral, moved out to the rear deck and threw Helen another line so she could secure the rear of the boat. They worked efficiently now; not like the first time, when it had taken several attempts and a good deal of shouting and cursing to get the boat moored here!

Once secure, Peter returned to the cabin and switched the engine off, removing the key from the control panel and once again placing the lanyard around his neck and under his coat. Peter walked up to the small utility 4x4 Polaris Ranger vehicle that they had “borrowed” from the island manager’s house. The vehicle was small, maybe a little bigger than a quad bike, but not much. It had a tiny two-person cab and a useful open-backed storage area. There was also a trailer with a flatbed fitted, more than capable of transporting their latest foraged supplies. They both worked hard at unloading the boat onto the jetty and then into the trailer and back of the vehicle. They had the whole amount loaded in about 30 minutes.

“Have we got everything?” Peter asked.

“I think so. I picked up the binoculars, you have your rucksack and the rifle?” Helen asked.

“Yes, it’s in the front of the Ranger, between the seats,” Peter replied.

“I’ll drive if you like,” Helen offered.

Peter looked back at her after scanning the sea behind them. “Okay, thank you, love.”

They got into the small Ranger, Helen started the diesel engine and put it into drive, released the brake and they slowly drove off the jetty and onto a narrow track into some woodland. As the track turned left, the trees stopped to reveal a small meadow with a couple of outbuildings, from where they had found the Ranger. They turned right onto a better surfaced road and up to a long white building that looked like it had been reasonably recently refurbished, with new UPVC windows and a bright coat of whitewash to the walls. A sign on the front gate simply stated, “Rona Lodge – ISLAND MANAGER”. They had knocked here when they had first arrived on the island. No answer. They had both looked around the entire cottage and yard area. Knocking louder on the front door and still getting no answer, they had tried the door and found it unlocked. As they entered, they saw that they were in a lovely old-fashioned kitchen. On the table was a note with a key:

To whom it may concern!

We have gone to see family on Skye

Help yourself to food

This key is for the truck in the barn (may be useful)

Good luck to you!

Dennis Maclaverty

Helen drove past the lodge and continued up the track as it climbed away from the sea and into the interior of the island. After less than 10 minutes, they started to descend towards the sea again and came to a lovely picturesque dry bay with a small rectangular cottage facing out over it. This was a holiday cottage, rented by the manager at Rona Lodge. The keys had been hanging up in the kitchen at the lodge, and after a little exploration, this was where Helen and Peter had chosen to take refuge!

They pulled up at the rear of the cottage, between the main building and the large outbuilding that contained a spare fridge, chest freezer and washing machine. Just to the side of this was a large green plastic fuel oil container. The heating, water and electricity were powered by the fuel oil from here. Peter had found a similar oil container at Rona Lodge and had worked out how to siphon the fuel out of that container into a portable 50-gallon drum he had found in one of the outbuildings.

They started to unpack the supplies from the Ranger and the trailer, putting the frozen stuff into the chest freezer and taking the dry goods into the house, to stock up the pantry just off the kitchen area. This unloading took another 20 minutes or so. By the time they had unloaded everything, brought in Peter’s firearm and their rucksacks, they were ready for a sit down.

“Tea?” enquired Helen as they collapsed into the chairs around the table in the kitchen.

“Sounds excellent,” Peter replied as he watched Helen fill the kettle and put it on the stove.

Helen brewed the tea and Peter walked through the kitchen into the lounge and opened the French doors to sit out on the small patio with a view of the sea and dry harbour in front of them.

It had been four months since they had driven to Scotland and three since they had left Raasay and found this remote hideaway on this small three- to four-mile-long island. Peter sat down, sipped his tea and watched as Helen sat down, placed her feet on the chair opposite and drifted off to sleep. Peter smiled and stared out to sea, watching a few sea birds routing about in the bay and shoreline where the tide had gone out. Four months; Peter thought back to how they had got organised and survived these last months, from that time when they had sat down to eat that first meal at the Raasay Distillery.
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After the initial shock of the stark message across every channel on the TV, they had found some precooked lasagne in the walk-in fridge of the hotel kitchen. Working out how to turn on the oven, they were able to heat the food, cut some slices of bread and throw a few salad leaves and tomatoes into a bowl. They took the food through to the dining area and sat down to eat.

“What do you think we should do now?” Helen asked.

“I think we are stuck here for the moment. The ferry that left a while ago has not returned,” Peter replied.

“Should we just stay here?” Helen went on.

“I think in the short term, we are complying with the rules, we have a good supply of food and can use all the facilities of the hotel if no one returns soon,” Peter said.

“What about finding out about the latest situation on the mainland and why they have suddenly increased the level of the stay-at-home order?” Helen exclaimed.

“Hmmm!” was Peter’s only response (his non-verbal communication had always been a cause of frustration for Helen, but at this moment, with their situation so unknown, it was perhaps the only answer!).

Peter returned to his dinner, thinking as he ate of what might be going on. He had always been a keen observer of the news and had watched the increase in the concern caused by this illness across the country these last 18 months. He had his own take on things. He had always been scathing about the attitudes and values of the general public at large. Perhaps 30 years as a London copper had given him a slightly jaundiced view of the public and he certainly found them, as an entity, utterly contemptable.

When the leaders had begun to realise there was a problem and a danger that the NHS may not be able to cope with an increase in intensive care patients, he had been staggered by their naivety. Expecting the public to do the right thing and follow the ever-increasing level of contradictory guidelines and rules. He knew from experience that the public on the whole would need proper, simple, easy-to-follow guidance; that there would be a significant minority who would ignore the rules and carry on regardless. Then, of course, the conspiracy theorists and other internet warriors, spreading false stories and furthering their own agendas.
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