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Kirsty was trying to crawl out of the barrel but the hissing crowd kept pushing her back in with wooden sticks. She made a huge effort, straining, knowing that if she didn’t get out soon she would be boiled alive in the hot black liquid. She gave one last final leap and soared up out of the barrel.

There was a crashing noise and Kirsty found herself lying in her sleeping bag on the wooden flooring of the cabin. Her back hurt. The Marianne was really tossing back and fore on the stormy sea. Kirsty realised that she had been thrown from the top bunk in the middle of her nightmare. She tried to stand up but the roll of the waves made it extremely difficult. She felt for the side light in the dark. She flicked it on. Her wee brother Angus was still fast asleep in the bottom bunk. His red curly hair stuck out from the top of his tartan nylon sleeping bag. He looked like some kind of Nessie larva. How could he sleep through this?

Kirsty grabbed her mobile from under her pillow.  Five a.m.  She knew that she would not be able to get back to sleep so she grabbed onto the walls, opened the door and went up the corridor towards the steps to the galley.  The door to her parents’ cabin was wide open, banging with the pitch and roll of the boat.  No one in the bunks. She secured the door. Mother and father must be in the wheelhouse.

Kirsty stepped up into the galley and unclipped the table from the wall. She wedged herself between it and the wooden seat. She reached into the locker and pulled out the keyboard. The screen lit up on the wall. The screensaver of killer whales picking tasty seals off a beach repeated in an orgy of blood.  Yeuk! Angus had put it back on when she hadn’t been looking. 

The boat lurched again and the flat screen crashed off the wall. It scuffed Kirsty on the head. She held her head tightly and tried not to cry as she felt the bump growing through her mousy brown hair. Blast, blast, blast!  Kirsty was suddenly sick of everything. Why had her parents decided to quit their jobs, sell up everything, drag her out of school and away from her friends and buy a crappy old boat.  It wasn’t fair! Blast this head! Blast everything! The screen lay cracked and useless on the table, smeared in red. She took a hand from her head and felt a trickle of blood flow down her forehead and into her right eye. The first aid kit was in the wheelhouse. Kirsty unwedged herself from between the table and seat. She staggered to the ladder and crawled up, knocking on the hatch.

“Mum, Dad!”

There was no answer so she pushed the hatch open.

The wheelhouse was empty. Kirsty crawled out of the hatch and held onto the walls as she looked out the port and starboard windows and then dead ahead. It was still dark outside, the huge swell reflected in the moonlight. The boat was listing. The bow should be pointing into the waves. A broadside hit and they could capsize. Something must be wrong. Her parents would never have left the wheelhouse unattended in such a storm. They must be in the engine room. The bilge pumps had being playing up yesterday. Kirsty grabbed the wheel and steered the boat into the waves as she blinked the blood from her eyes. This was hell. She couldn’t leave the wheel to get to the first aid kit. She couldn’t look for her parents and her little sprat of a brother was sleeping below, not a care in the world as she, Kirsty MacLeod single-handedly took rein of the Marianne.

Oh at first it had sounded exciting when her parents had said, “We’re going to buy an old fishing boat and sail around the world!” 

What fun! What an adventure! All these exotic places and no more school. She could do her exams online. She had laughed when her friends had started calling her Cutlas Kirsty at school. But on the very first day on the boat she had spewed and spewed until she could spew no more and hurt her throat with dry coughing while the seagulls fought over her stomach contents. 

That had been a week ago. They had boarded the Marianne at Peterhead harbour and spent a day stocking it up with supplies. Then they had got up the coast passing the Moray Firth. They had spent an afternoon in Wick waiting for the tide to turn in the Pentland Firth. Then they had traversed the north coast of Scotland passing Scrabster and the Dounreay Nuclear Power station, sticking out like a football. The swell had calmed down just after Cape Wrath then they entered the Minch; the sea between the Hebrides and the mainland.

“Kirsty, what are you doing?”

Angus’s head popped up from the hatch.

“You’ve got blood down your face.”

“I know. Come here and take the wheel!”

Angus clumbered up through the hatch and staggered to the wheel.

“Where’s Mummy and Daddy?”

“In the engine room. Here. Keep the bows into the waves, like that.”

Kirsty let Angus take over the wheel as she got the first aid kit from a cupboard on the wall. She dipped a tea towel in some water from the battered tin kettle wedged on the stove and looked in the mirror on the inside of the cupboard. She winced as she cleaned around the bump as best as she could. The bleeding had stopped and the cut was tiny. Kirsty painted some stinging iodine on it. She covered the cut with one of those blue plasters. The kind that the dinner ladies used at school so that if it fell off into the big pan of mince it would be easier to see.

Kirsty thought of the bloody blue plaster mixed up with greasy mince and she rushed for the sliding door of the wheelhouse. She clung to the door handle and boat rail as she emptied her stomach.

A few seconds later she felt much better.  The sky was getting lighter and the waves seemed to have calmed down, although still choppy.  Kirsty got back into the wheelhouse and strapped on a bright orange lifejacket.

“You okay?”

“Yes, I’m just going to check on Mum and Dad.”

Kirsty slid the door open again and held onto the railings. She edged her way around to the stern. The hatch on the engine room was shut. She knocked several times on it. The hatch did not open.  She stretched her foot out and got it under the side of the hatch and then pushed it up.  The hatch slid over to reveal the engine room below.  It was empty. Kirsty could smell the diesel and hear the engine labouring. Where were Mum and Dad?

Kirsty looked out over the choppy grey sea. The sky was brightening up in the east as the sun struggled to rise. She clambered back to the wheelhouse. She noticed that the old cork lifebelt that she had helped to paint a few weeks ago had gone from its rack beside the wheelhouse door. The grappling hook usually wedged behind the stove’s chimney had gone too. She looked up at the roof of the wheelhouse. The life raft was still lashed to the roof in its white plastic case.  Kirsty slid the door open and entered the wheelhouse. Angus stared at her and looked frightened. 

“Where’s Mummy and Daddy?” 

“I don’t know!”

Angus started to sob as he held onto the wheel. Kirsty felt sorry that she had snapped at him and gave him a hug. 

“The old lifebelt and the grappling hook have gone. Something must have happened during the storm. Mum or Dad was washed overboard and the other tried to help them.” 

“Drowned?”  

Angus sobbed as he looked ahead. She blinked back her tears as she pulled open a locker.

“We don’t know that. Look, the locker is empty! They had their lifejackets on. They could have been picked up by another boat. They’re really strong swimmers. “

“You think so?” whispered Angus.

“I’m sure of it!”

“Maybe they swam to that island?” Angus pointed to the starboard window.

“Where?”

Kirsty looked out of the window. Angus was right. In the distance there was an island, blue against the grey sea.

“Angus, head towards that island!”

***
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THE SEA WAS NOW CALM and it was a sunny morning. Kirsty was trying to read the instructions stenciled onto the side of the radiophone but she could not make head or tail of them. Blast! She should have taken more notice when Dad had showed her how to work it. If the computer had been working she could have sent a message by email to the coastguard but the satellite dish had got broken in the storm. Her mobile had got soaked and died a death.  She went into the galley to see if the computer was repairable. She sat on the wooden bench and wiped the dried blood off the cracked screen.  She fiddled with the socket in the back of the computer and tried rebooting it.  The wee green light came on but the flat monitor screen remained blank.

Kirsty noticed a noise, or more accurately she noticed a lack of noise. The steady vibration throughout the hull of the boat had stopped.  Angus’ voice called down.

“Kirsty!” 

Kirsty sprang up the ladder into the wheelhouse.

“What?”

“The engine’s stopped. We’re drifting,” said Angus.

Kirsty pulled back the sliding door and went to the stern. Blast. What a sailor she was! She had forgotten to batten down the hatch. It had blown off in the wind. The floor of the engine room was swamped in seawater. Kirsty rushed back to the wheelhouse and got a plastic bucket.

“Angus. The water’s coming into the engine room. Get something and help me to bail it out!”

Kirsty ran back to the hatch and jumped down into the engine room. The seawater came up to her knees. It was a cramped space, big enough for two adults at a squeeze. Kirsty lowered the bucket and scooped up some water.  She passed it to Angus who threw down another bucket. Angus dipped the bucket over the railings into the sea. Kirsty filled up the next bucket and held it up to Angus as he threw the empty bucket down.

They carried on bailing out the engine room until Kirsty’s arms were aching.

“Kirsty I think the water’s getting higher,” panted Angus, looking down at her.

Kirsty looked down. He was right. The water was past her knees now. Kirsty pulled herself up out of the engine room.  Angus gave her a hand and helped her to her feet.

Kirsty said, “It’s the bilge pumps. They won’t work when the engine’s not running. We must have sprung a plank. The boat is going to sink.” 

“Well, we could use the life raft,” said Angus.

“Yes. You go down to the galley and bring up all the food you can find. Matches, a pot, bottles of juice. Whatever you can find. I’ll get the raft down.” 

Angus rushed off into the wheelhouse as Kirsty scrambled onto the roof of the wheelhouse. She unlashed the raft and pushed it onto the deck. She twisted a small handle in the direction of a red arrow and the raft popped open. It began to automatically fill up with air. She cut the painter. Kirsty pulled it to the side of the boat and lowered it over the side. She was lashing the painter to the railing when Angus came out of the wheelhouse laden with plastic carrier bags.

“There’s water in the galley. Up to my knees,” he gasped.

“Get in the life raft and I’ll pass the stuff down to you,” said Kirsty. 

Angus carefully climbed over the rail and got into the raft. Kirsty passed the carrier bags down to him, one at a time.

“I got all the food in the cupboard, matches, candles and the first aid kit,” said Angus.

“Right, wait here. I’m going to see if there is any more stuff that we can salvage.”

Kirsty ran to the wheelhouse and down the ladder.  The galley was flooding with water. She quickly ran through the water to their cabin and gathered up a sleeping bag from the top bunk. The one on the bottom was already soaked in water.  Kirsty grabbed some chocolate and cans of Irn Bru from a locker above her bed.  She threw them into the sleeping bag along with a couple of wool jumpers and waded back into the galley.  She threw an aluminum pot into the sleeping bag, threw the whole lot over her shoulder like a burglar with swag and climbed the ladder. She could feel the boat list as she quickly looked around the wheelhouse.  The flares.  Where were they?  Yes, above the door. She brought the cylinder down and threw it into the sleeping bag. She scanned the wheelhouse again. She grabbed a pocketknife and scrambled out of the door. The deck was difficult to cross as the boat was listing quite steeply.

“Hurry up. We might get sucked down with the boat!” shouted Angus.

“That only happens in films Angus,” said Kirsty, although secretly she wasn’t sure what would happen. Kirsty quickly passed the bag down to Angus, untied the painter and got down into the raft.  Angus pushed the life raft off with an oar and then rowed like mad. The boat listed further over and slipped under the waves. All that was left to show that there had been a boat was an oil slick. Kirsty got out the box of flares and fired all the rocket flares off.
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Angus rowed closer towards the island. Kirsty looked past him at the island. She could make out several jagged peaks.  The hills were partly wooded and swept down to the sea, ending abruptly in a coastline of steep cliffs. Towards the north side dark clouds obscured part of the island. So they headed further south. When they got nearer to the cliffs they saw that they were teaming with nesting seabirds. Kirsty took over the rowing after a while. She rowed to below the towering cliffs but there was no beach to land on.  Kirsty rowed parallel to the cliffs, eastwards towards the rising sun while Angus scanned the coastline of grey cliffs splattered in yellow lichen, for a place to land. Kirsty had rowed for over a mile when Angus pointed.

“There. That strange rock jutting out that looks like a dog’s head?” 

Kirsty turned to look. 

“Just past it there’s a gap in the cliffs,” said Angus. 

“I see it.”

Kirsty pushed with one oar, pulled with the other and turned the boat.  She headed to the narrow gap. It turned out to be the entrance to a concealed bay. They could see part of a pebble beach in the distance.  Kirsty rowed through the gap between the high cliffs and Angus guided her past several submerged rocks. The gap opened out into a small bay surrounded on all sides by the high cliffs. Kirsty crossed the small bay to the narrow beach. She pulled in the oars a few metres from the shoreline. Angus got into the water and hauled the life raft out of the sea, over the slippery seaweed up onto the pebble beach.  Kirsty got out and helped. They pulled the life raft up past the high tide mark

of dried seaweed and onto a thin stretch of grass below the cliff face.  Kirsty tied the painter to a pointed rock jutting out of the yellow lichen covered stone of the cliff. Guillemots, gannets, and puffins soared overhead. 

They rested against the life raft.  Kirsty looked around the sheltered bay. It was about the size of a football pitch. At the far end an impressive waterfall fell over the cliffs. The rays of the summer sun hit it and formed a rainbow.

“We should find shelter. Make a fire. Have some food,” said Kirsty.

“I’m too tired. Can’t we rest for a bit?” said Angus.

Kirsty also felt tired and the day was still early. 

“Okay. Just for a few hours. “

Kirsty emptied the rescued items out of the sleeping bag:

Two jerseys, a lighter, a box of candles, a Swiss army knife, a small pan, 2 tin mugs, a fork, two spoons, bottle of pink grapefruit juice, 2 large bottles of mineral water, 6 cans of Irn Bru, 4 tins of baked beans, 2 packets of onion soup, 3 packets of tomato soup, 8 packets of crisps, a 2 kg bag of potatoes, a packet of rice, a bar of soap and a couple of comic books.  

They pulled the raft up at an angle against the cliff face to make a temporary shelter. Kirsty spread the sleeping bag out like a rug. It looked quite cosy. They took off their wet trousers and draped them across the life raft to dry in the sun. Kirsty gave Angus one of the rescued jerseys to use as a pillow.  Tired out they both fell asleep in a few minutes.

Kirsty saw the cauldron on the hill in her dreams again. This time however she was not in the barrel. She was a bird flying in a circle above the fire. A man with his hands tied behind his back was being lead up the hill by a crowd of shouting people. He wore dark blue robes and had long brown hair. He stared up at her. He had strange blue eyes; one was paler than the other was. His eyes burnt into her.

...

When Kirsty woke the sun had moved right across the sky and was starting to set. Her trousers had dried so she pulled them on. She woke Angus up.  She felt really thirsty and hungry. They each had a can of Irn Bru and a packet of crisps.

“I’m still hungry,” said Angus.

Kirsty looked through the food that they had saved and picked up a tin of baked beans.

“Baked beans?” 

“Okay, but I’m not eating them cold,” said Angus.

“Let’s gather wood for a fire,” said Kirsty.

They walked along the beach, picking up bleached bits of dried driftwood.  As Kirsty was gathering wood she began to have a strange feeling. Her neck tingled and the hair on her neck stood up. She could feel someone watching her. She looked up and scanned the skyline along the cliffs. She thought she saw the dark silhouette of a head with horns against the pink sky but then it disappeared.

“Did you see that?” 

“What?” asked Angus.

“Thought I saw something up there. On top of the cliff.”

“Mummy, Daddy?” asked Angus hopefully.

“No. It had horns. It doesn’t matter. Come on, we’ve got enough wood now and it’s getting too dark to see.”  

Kirsty shivered even although it was a warm evening. They took their bundles of wood back to the life raft. At a spark safe distance from the life raft, they built a small circle of pebbles. Angus reluctantly crunched up bits of his favourite comic book; “Seordag the Robot Hen”.  He filled the circle with the paper and Kirsty laid the sticks on top.  Kirsty lit the fire and sat back. 

They watched the sun as it dipped over the headland to the west and then it was time to put the tin of beans amongst the red embers of the fire. The stars came out.  They tried to name as many constellations as they could as they ate their beans from the tin mugs.  Kirsty pointed to a bright star.

“Look. That’s the Pole Star. Follow it down and there’s the plough!”

“Yes. I can see it. Over there is Orion’s Belt.  It always makes me think of an upside down helter skelter,” said Angus.

A loud wailing filled the air and echoed around the bay.

“What’s that?” cried Angus.

“I don’t know. Sounds like a wild animal.”

“A wolf?” asked Angus.

“They’re extinct, in Scotland anyway,” said Kirsty.

“Maybe we’re not in Scotland?” asked Angus.

“The storm couldn’t have blown us that far. We’re somewhere in the Minch. Maybe on one of the Summer Isles,” said Kirsty.

“Okay. Maybe someone brought wolves here to start them off again. You know like the sea eagles from Norway?” said Angus.

“It’s probably just a sheep or a stag. The fire will keep it away whatever it is,” said Kirsty. 

She got up and added more wood to the fire. She sat back down closer to Angus. 

“I’m scared. I want Mummy and Daddy,” said Angus as he cuddled up to his big sister.
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