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	ONE

	 

	 

	I am Stephen Ballantyne. Before the end of the world, I was a pupil at Near School for Girls, Near Island, Aberdeen AB12 3LE. 

	But hold hard, I hear you say: Stephen is not a girls’ name. 

	Correct. I was the headmistress’s son, and in accordance with tradition and convenience, I boarded at – and attended lessons at – the school where she – my mother – presided. And felt none the worse for it. 

	The school was the only building on Near, the largest island in the otherwise uninhabited Near Islands. These constitute a nature reserve, and lie in the choppy waters of the North Sea, about thirteen miles distant from Aberdeen. 

	Near is not a large island: perhaps a hundred and twenty acres, with a roundish shape. It is also, unusually for islands of these latitudes, forested, particularly in the eastern half, below the central ridge. The trees, all Scots pines, were planted around the time of the school’s founding in 1903. 

	The girls were boarders, of course. Mainly of British yeoman stock. A couple from foreign parts: Fritzi Pietsch, from Hamm, for example. Or Fritzi Hamm, from Pietsch; I could never remember. And even more exotically, Camilla Moon Khan, from Mymensingh, her very name conjuring up the milky mystery of midnight mosques. 

	My own father, you might be interested to hear, was from Spain. Yes, I am the issue of a lily-white headmistress and a swarthy Spanish gentleman. By profession he was a museologist, visiting London for a conference. It was there that they met. My mother had an interest in Spanish antiques.

	Although he was not so very old.

	So I, Stephen Ballantyne, am Anglo-Spanish. Nevertheless, I have lived all my life – as far back as I can remember – on Near. I have had no contact with any subcontinental relative. My Anglo-Spanishness, or Ibero-Anglianity, is somewhat notional. Until someone brings it up.

	My mother and I formed an odd partnership. She, head of the school, I, head of the household. Physically too we were an odd couple: she, storky, pasty, angular, and I, compact, brown, rodentine. She, well-beloved by the students, I, tolerated by those same students. 

	As in any close couple, we sought one another’s opinions on questions of moment. What about the VHV block? Does it need refurbishment? What’s your opinion, Stephen? Are the Bunsen burner hoses looking worn? And the vegetable garden. Is it worth the effort? What would you do? 

	I felt these sessions were important. She was a woman of many dilemmas. Dilemmas, one might say, were the one thing she was permanently on the horns of.

	Let us suppose a sticky-handed girl (seriously-poised pencil, braces, mouldering half-eaten sandwich in recesses of school bag) is taking a survey of her classmates in 1975 – early 1975 – and has alighted on me, her coeval. A boy, of the school and yet not of the school. 

	‘What’s your favourite animal?’

	‘Crocodile.’

	Effortful writing. Anne Heaviside, gangling, dim. 

	‘What’s your favourite food?’

	‘Evaporated milk.’

	‘That’s not a food.’

	‘It depends on how much you evaporate it.’

	‘It has to be a food.’

	‘All right.’ I encogitate. ‘Soup.’

	‘Soup isn’t a food either.’

	‘Of course it is,’ I say, seriously surprised. ‘You could survive on soup.’

	‘Miss, is soup a food?’

	Miss Roughan, on break duty: Miss Roughan will be annihilated somewhere in France in about a month’s time. 

	‘It is a sort of food, yes,’ she says absently. ‘It’s a liquid food.’

	‘Do I have to put it down?’ Anne asks her, eyeing me. She wants me to see her being forced.

	‘If that is Stephen’s favourite food,’ says Miss Roughan, with a kind smile, ‘then put it down, although he is a growing boy and I would have thought he’d prefer something a little more substantial.’ 

	‘Soup,’ I pronounce. 

	‘All right,’ Anne says. She enters the information. ‘What’s your favourite colour?’ 

	‘Blue.’

	‘Do you have a pet at home, and if so, what’s his name?’ 

	But all the school knows about my pet, so she doesn’t even wait for my reply. ‘Albert,’ she says, writing. 

	Albert is about six inches long. He has greyish overparts and buff netherparts. He eats mainly snails. He is a rock pipit. I found him when I was thirteen years old, and he himself only a teenager in rock-pipit years. He had broken his leg. He lives in my room, or on my shoulder. He is not allowed in any enclosed area except my room and the halls. 

	Actually, I don’t know what sex Albert is. Male and female rock pipits look identical. 

	But none of this matters a great deal. Anne Heaviside can be dispensed with an as interlocutor, even though we have not yet got onto my favourite drink (lemonade shandy), favourite book (The Inimitable Jeeves), favourite TV Show (The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin) and favourite pop group (Queen). This story isn’t really about me. I am, as a person, not very interesting, not very remarkable, full of faults of all kinds. My chief fault, I suppose, is my reckless tendency toward self-effacement. 

	Though who am I to say what my chief fault is? Some may say that my chief fault is that my knees are ill-formed. I’m looking at them now. They are mismatched.

	 

	 

	If I efface myself, it is only so another may surface. 

	My first memory of Pearl Wyss dates to about seven years ago. She had just joined the school.

	Our class had made a trip to a farm on the mainland, and we were seated in a species of barn or byre. Let us call it an outbuilding. There were thirty of us, some now deceased – Barbara Pulmow, Caroline Kett, Yolanda Vane-Hovell-Vane – and some yet undeceased – Kay Hawkins, Polly Findhorn, Beulah Gaze. We were all twelve years old. 

	The farmer stood before us with his cow. He was an ugly fellow. He looked like he would smell quite foul if you got too close to him; and not a smell of farms but a smell of what he wanted from you if he could get it. 

	‘Right, why do we use artificial insemination to get a cow pregnant? You,’ he said, pointing to Barbara Pulmow, now deceased.

	‘Is it because it’s better for them?’ Barbara ventured.

	‘No, not really,’ the man said, affecting puzzlement at Barbara’s stupidity. ‘It’s better for us. We don’t want to keep a lot of bulls around, because they take feeding and looking after.’ 

	He gave the cow’s rump a pat. A fat black and white cow. It munched. 

	‘All right, now. I’m going to tell you how we do it. Listen carefully.’

	This man was quite at his ease in front of an outbuilding full of girls (and your narrator). He exuded malevolence, which was probably what helped him along in life in general.

	‘Number one,’ he began. ‘You’ve got to get the cow at the right time. There’s an eighteen-hour window in every cycle. We know she’s in the right window because she’s discharging out of her rear end.’ He pointed. ‘Or she might be calling to other cows. Or she might be letting other cows mount her.’ 

	He smiled. No-one answered this smile, because it was the smile of a man who knew that all the girls present were thinking of themselves as females.

	‘All right,’ he continued. ‘When you know she’s ready for it, you’ve got to get her so she’s relaxed, and so it’s got to be an area like this where she’s happy and there’s lots of food. Then you get out your straw. That’s what’s got the semen in it.’

	He held up a straw. It was essentially like a drinking straw, though longer. Being full of semen, it had little of the functionality of a drinking straw.

	‘You’ve got your sexed semen and your mixed semen. Whatever you’ve got, take it out of the cooler and put it in warm water for the right amount of time. Twenty seconds for a small one and forty seconds for a big one. The straw, that is, not the cow. Then take your gun.’

	He held up his gun. It was a thing like an ogre’s hypodermic needle, about two feet long, with a blue plastic butt and trigger.

	‘Take the straw, put it in the gun and cut the end off. I’m not going to do it now. Clean the cow up a bit and put on your glove and lubricant. Then put your arm up the cow’s arse.’

	The man lifted up the cow’s tail and indicated the area. Not needing to look at the arse, being long familiar with it, he looked at us instead. 

	‘You’re thinking why the arse?’ he said. ‘Because you use your fingers to find the cervix through the arse. Then, when you’ve got it, you put in the gun.’

	Perhaps you, dear reader, are expecting that there would be groans or giggles from the schoolgirl spectators at this point? No. They were not playful or giggly. They were petrified. 

	‘Use your elbow on your gun hand to pull the skin down so the lips spread out,’ said the farmer. He mimed the procedure. ‘Then take the gun and guide it in so it finds the cervix. I’m not going to do it now because this one isn’t ready for it. You pass it through the canal into the uterus. Then you press the trigger and count to five like you’re counting off seconds. 5,4,3,2,1. Lift-off. Pull the gun out. Never serve a cow if she’s already pregnant. You’ll lose the calf.’

	He stood back from the animal, letting the gun dangle at his side. Then he swivelled and jabbed a forefinger at Pearl Wyss. 

	‘Right, you. Come up here,’ he said.

	Pearl was at the front. She was one of the smallest and mousiest-looking of all the girls. 

	She walked forward and went to stand next to the cow. She was just about the same height as the cow’s rear. She looked like a little old lady. She had shadows under her eyes and a long, puffy upper lip.

	‘Now what did I just say?’ the man demanded.

	It was deeply shocking. There was me thinking that the worst thing that could possibly happen in this vile place would be listening to this farmer-man describe a procedure of maximal sordidness and disrespect for cow-kind. But no. It seemed he wanted a bit of fun too. 

	I wondered if he did this when the audience were all boys. I concluded he probably did.

	Pearl lifted her head and stared into the middle distance, looking neither at the cow, nor the man, nor her audience. We were all thanking our lucky stars it wasn’t us. 

	‘It’s important to do the artificial insemination at the right time,’ Pearl said. ‘There’s an eighteen-hour window in every cycle. There are certain signs that tell you whether she’s ready: discharge, allowing other cows to mount her, or calling to other cows. The cow’s got to be relaxed, so it’s got to be done in an area where she’s happy and there’s lots of food. After you’ve removed the semen straw – mixed or sexed – you put it in warm water for the right amount of time. Twenty seconds for a small one and forty seconds for a big one. Wipe it dry, put it in the gun and cut the end off. Clean the cow and put on your glove and lubricant. Put your arm up the cow’s rectum and find the cervix through the wall of the rectum. Then put in the gun after using your elbow to pull the vulva down so you part the lips of the vulva. Guide it in so it finds the cervix. Pass it through the canal into the uterus. Press the trigger and count to five. Pull the gun out. Never use it on a cow if she’s already pregnant, otherwise you endanger the unborn calf.’

	Without asking permission, Pearl then resumed her place.

	Of course, Pearl always had a photographic memory.    

	 

	 

	 

	I have told you of my first memory of Pearl Wyss. Why do I mention her? 

	Well, Pearl played, and plays, a leading role not only in my own life, but in the life of every girl in the school. 

	Yes indeed, some are born great, some become great, and some have greatness thrust upon them, like money for an errand.

	Perhaps it’s best to face facts. Five years ago, in 1975 – Tuesday the 27th of April, in fact, at just after ten o’clock – a little something happened that you, the reader, cannot be insensible of. 

	At the time – just before ten o’clock – my mother, the headmistress, was taking a swimming class. The school is quite extensive, with swimming-block, gymnasium, and chapel, as well as the expected classrooms, dormitories, refectory, assembly hall und so wieter, and I was being treated, as was quite normal, to the sight of fifty or so girls in a state of semi-nakedness. 

	These fifty or so were most of the fourth form, the rest of the school having departed on two trips: the lower school to Loch Lomond, where they were making plaster casts of otter’s feet in the mud, and the sixth to the Limoges region, where they were competing in a wind-band contest and being deflowered. 

	Swimming, I was thin, brown and fourteen; and swimming, they were fat, white and fourteen, except in the cases where they were thin, white and fourteen. 

	All girls wore the regulation one-piece black swimming costume and white swimming cap with daisy. I submitted to the wearing of swimming trunks. But though my trunks were e’er so tight, ne’er did I repine. We, the girls and I, had been bathing together our whole lives, and I had no very active thoughts of the potentialities imminent in their costumes. 

	My mother was directing operations, the two other remaining staff members – the cook and Miss Peabody, who taught German and history, a piquant combination – having departed on a day-trip to Aberdeen to stock up on something. 

	This was, as I say, just before ten o’clock. I should also say that the swimming block is a windowless building, the only natural illumination coming from a row of clerestory panels high up on all four walls. And perhaps the church comparison is apt, because at precisely just after ten o’clock, the swimming-hall was lit up with an extraordinary burst of pure white light, as if the Lord had chosen that moment to declare he had invented a new type of Easter and was giving a press conference about it.

	The girls put their hands over their eyes and shrieked. I too was momentarily blinded, dropping to the ground at the side of the pool. The light faded. We looked around us. What had it been? My mother was comforting some of the girls nearest her.      A minute passed. And then, with a hideous roar, all the windows blew in, scattering the surface of the pool in a million tiny rocks. The girls’ soft shoulders and arms, abraded in a thousand places, began to bleed into the pool, turning it pink; and, as the building juddered and the girls screamed, flame poured in through the windows and a great stink of dust and tar filled our nostrils. At the deep end, a section of ceiling gave way and crashed into the water. 

	My mother gave a sharp blast on her whistle. ‘To me!’ she cried.

	All fifty of us began to hobble or swim toward her: I could see May Sussums, recently the recipient of a school prize for faux-First-World-War poetry, distraught and sobbing; Elizabeth Pelham, supine, her hair loose, clinging to the leg of her best friend Francesca Mond, who was dragging her along; and Rowena Northcote-Heathcote, shrieking mindlessly. No girl at that point seemed to have been badly injured.

	‘Line up by house!’ my mother commanded.

	The girls began to get in line. There were fifty-four of them, and it came out to about fourteen per line.

	‘Captain of house to front of line!’

	Amid the weeping, Robyn Loss-Stevenson (Captain, Brownstone), Amber Wells (Acting Captain, Wideopen), Pearl Wyss (Captain, Darling), and Mary-Dot Golding (Captain, Mancoe), moved to the front of their respective lines. 

	It was at this juncture, with the noise dying down and stock having been taken of the situation, and the girls beginning to calm, that my mother seemed momentarily to pause for thought. The aforementioned (some several pages ago) Yolanda Vane-Hovell-Vane – a ridiculous name but her own – who also happened to be Head of Year and Captain of Wideopen – had been excused swimming on the grounds of having won an honourable mention at an equestrian event the previous month in York, and was at that moment engaged in currying the horse. My mother had objected to this absence, on the grounds that swimming was healthful, that the horse did not need currying, and that it set a bad precedent; but Near School for Girls was nothing if not a hemi-semi-democratic institution, and the riding-mistress – at that moment in Cornwall – had prevailed in the argument. My mother had in fact confided to me the evening before: ‘That horse will be the death of me.’

	And so, giving the care of a swimming-pool-full of sobbing girls to no one in particular, she wrested with the double doors and strode out into the quad to see what had become of Yolanda, fastening the doors behind her with strict instructions not to open them until her return. 

	There was a brief lull, during which I gave myself over to a search for cuts or damage to my person. I found none. The only immediate cause for alarm seemed to be the fact that smoke now lay over the surface of the swimming-pool as if it were an Arthurian mere. But then, not more than thirty seconds after my mother’s departure, and to our collective horror, a second blaze of pure white light streamed through the now deglazed upper storey. This time we knew what was coming. Many of the girls, in fear of their lives, leapt panic-stricken into the pool, seeking to escape the blast in the smoking waters. I crouched. And about a minute later the expected shock-wave came, again rending the air with saurian ferocity, while a series of smaller detonations seemed to follow in quick succession. 

	Blundering through the choking smoke and heat, the screams of fifty-four girls ringing in my ears, I found my way to the doors, and, in strict contravention of my mother’s instructions, flung them wide. Looking past smouldering trees and grass turned black, the west side of the school was on fire. And there in the quad, spinning languidly round and round, was my mother, burning.

	 

	 

	 

	The two explosions, we learned much later, were both from Aberdeen. And those of us who were not too distracted would have noticed smaller concussions arriving pell-mell from other cities. Scotland, and perhaps the whole United Kingdom, was being obliterated. 

	I believe we endured that day and its horrors chiefly by holding fast to the idea that we would be rescued. My mother, accordingly, was left where she had fallen and breathed her last, in case the emergency services had an opinion on the subject. I lay beside her. By 3 o’clock that afternoon, her thin body was cold to the touch. 

	Then someone laid a sheet over her and we carried her into the school.

	The school, I should say, had gone out. Things do on Near.

	Yolanda – poor Yolanda – was also badly burnt, and I am afraid to say she took an hour to die. She was in great pain. 

	The horse survived, since it had remained in its stable. Yolanda had not been currying him after all. What she had been doing among the fruit canes is hard to say.

	That day did not bring the arrival of strong men in boats, nor even puny men in coracles. In fact the day ended abruptly at about four o’clock, the skies having darkened somewhat atypically for late spring. 

	Have you ever witnessed the death of your own mother? Well, perhaps you have; many people have, these days. Around five o’clock, we gathered around the two corpses, laid side by side on a bench in the laboratory. The only adult and the only functioning near-adult. We were now fifty-four girls and one boy on an island in the middle of a new world in which the skies were full of ash.

	On that afternoon, few had any idea what to say in the presence of the dead. I think it was Amber Wells, the new captain of Wideopen, who tentatively murmured, as we stood around the bench: ‘I’m so sorry, Stephen.’ 

	My competent and beautiful mother. But along with grief and horror came something akin to exhilaration. For the first time in my life, things really couldn’t get any worse. 

	‘Thank you,’ I said, looking around at their dirty and tear-stained faces. ‘My mother… my mother died trying to save Yolanda and Murray Mint. She loved you all.’

	‘We loved her too, Stephen!’ exclaimed Alexandra Featherstonehaugh.

	‘Thank you Alexandra,’ I said. ‘I think we should do our best to stay as safe as we can and to keep going until help arrives. We have to support each other. That’s what Mum would have wanted.’

	And here I am afraid I burst into tears. 

	Naturally it unleashed an answering Niagara of female condolence. Then, after the hubbub had subsided, Pearl Wyss spoke.

	Pearl, at fourteen years old, was not an awful lot bigger than she had been at twelve. Neither had she blossomed in womanly appeal. In fact she was scrawny, flat-chested and sallow, looking less like a human being than a bad painting of one. However, she was top in all subjects except sports. 

	‘Thank you, Stephen,’ she said. ‘We all feel the same way about Mrs Ballantyne. But I think we must face some unpleasant facts. Number one is that I don’t think anyone is coming to help us.’

	‘How do you know that?’ Polly Findhorn asked indignantly.

	‘Because,’ said Pearl, ‘those things were atom bombs.’

	‘How do you know?’

	‘Because I don’t know what else could have reached us from the mainland like that. Certainly no other type of explosive.’

	We were all fourteen years old, you must remember, and so most of us were more interested in jelly tots than nuclear armaments.

	‘You’re just guessing,’ said Polly Findhorn.

	‘And if they were atom bombs,’ Pearl continued, ‘and there were at least two of them, maybe a lot more, then what has just happened is a nuclear war. And they were miles and miles away. I’d guess they were dropped on Aberdeen.’

	‘How could an explosion reach us from Aberdeen?’ asked Camilla Moon Khan. ‘It takes half the day just to get there.’

	‘Yes,’ said Pearl. ‘Well, I’m afraid that’s how powerful nuclear weapons are.’

	‘I don’t believe it,’ said Melissa Verne, and actually laughed. 

	‘Pearl’s right,’ said Helen Maitland. ‘It could have been a hydrogen bomb.’

	‘And we’re one of the most isolated places in Britain,’ Pearl went on. ‘If we were affected like this’ – she gestured around her at the laboratory, with its shattered windows and debris – ‘then just imagine what the rest of the country must look like.’

	I think many of the girls up to that point had seen the death of my mother as regrettable, certainly, but chiefly my own affair. Yolanda had been a hard blow, but other Heads of Year would arise and flourish. They hadn’t given any thought to their own families.

	‘What about London?’ asked Titania (‘Titty’) Pickering.

	Pearl shrugged. 

	‘You think they’re all dead, don’t you?’ Titty asked her. ‘You think they’re all burned alive.’

	‘I can’t know for certain,’ said Pearl.

	‘You can’t know anything and you’re a dwarf,’ Titty said. She stalked determinedly off. A couple of girls went after her, but most stayed to listen. They were from the better parts of the best places, and they were becoming aware for the first time that those best places had been incinerated. 

	‘So what do we do?’ Eufemia Paleocapa enquired in business-like tones.

	‘We have to do what Stephen just mentioned,’ Pearl said, glancing at me. ‘We have to look after ourselves. We have to find out how much food and water we’ve got and start to ration it out. We have to gather more supplies where we can.’

	‘Like what?’

	‘I don’t know. Wood for heating. Eggs. Rabbits.’

	‘Oh, God.’

	‘Puffins.’

	‘But puffins are protected!’ cried Julia Fitt-Matt.

	Julia was a member of the Puffin Club, and as far as I could remember there was no Puffin Cookbook. 

	‘Seals,’ said Pearl.

	‘I’m not eating seal,’ said Beulah Gaze. ‘It’s all blubber.’

	‘And we have to try to repair some of the damage,’ Pearl continued, dropping the topic. ‘I believe there is a generator, but only a limited supply of fuel, and that won’t last long, so we’ll have to ration it out.’

	Standing flanked by the twins Henrietta (‘Henry’) and Thomasina (‘Tom’) Keck, Pearl spoke firmly and slowly, looking everyone in the eye. She didn’t seem to be at all put out by being called a ‘dwarf’. Perhaps it was her Christian faith. 

	‘The radio is out,’ she continued. ‘Henry has searched the whole dial. Nothing from Europe at all. And there’s no television. At some point we’ll need to find out exactly what did happen. And then we’ll need to make plans for the future. Today we need to say our prayers, and go to bed.’

	And so, sweeping aside fragments of broken glass, Pearl knelt by the bodies of my mother and Yolanda Vane-Hovell-Vane, while outside, a few disconsolate puffins shrieked into the gathering gloom. 

	‘Dear God,’ she said. ‘Keep us safe in our hour of peril. Protect us from war and the hand of war. Give us the strength to continue through this night and those that come after. Give us the strength to labour during the day to do your will. Look after this island and those who have survived this catastrophe wrought by man. Protect us from sickness and hunger. Bring peace to the world and let war cease. For thine is the glory, the power and the glory, for ever and ever, Amen.’

	Overlooking the fact that she had stolen the ending and fluffed up the last line of the Lord’s Prayer, I found it a pretty good performance.

	 

	 

	 

	The scale of the violence was such that we were unable reasonably to respond. Were we truly the survivors of the end of the world? Was everybody really dead? What had caused it? Was it hate? Could it be that hate was so potent? Or was it indifference? Could it be that indifference was more potent than hate? 

	And so we were left. No teachers. No parents. No policemen. Just us, and a horse.

	It is educative to see true violence: it puts everything else into perspective.

	The girls spent a miserable night. Some wept themselves to sleep. Others failed to sleep at all. When morning came, we were swollen-eyed and limp-bodied. 

	That first morning, the immediate task was to bury the bodies of my mother and Yolanda. I dug my mother’s grave myself, near an elm by the Shute Building. We placed my mother in it, wrapped in her bedspread, which featured an embroidery-work depiction of the children of the world holding hands. 

	Rain pattered on excavated earth. I threw in the first handful of soil. I read from a piece of paper I had found in the chapel. In fact, I had ripped the piece of paper from a prayer-book, feeling that no one would care. I think my contempt for the prayer-book was a mistake, because now I can’t remember what was on the piece of paper. 

	Pearl spoke over the grave of Yolanda, dilating on her many virtues as Head Girl. Some of the girls cried. Simple markers were erected featuring the penwomanship of that talented calligrapher, Samara Slavens.

	Then we began the assessment that Pearl had recommended. It was, at least, something to do.

	In fact, the school was very well stocked. It had to be in order to supply the daily needs of a hundred and twenty girls, and it was separated from Aberdeen by a ninety-minute sea journey (by diesel-powered ferry), so this was not, perhaps, surprising. 

	The generator, situated in the basement, was still operational, and there were good reserves of fuel. There were freezers full of meat, poultry and fish, and in the pantry were breads, buns and cakes, cheese, butter, milk and eggs, and leguminous comestibles including apples, bananas, oranges, tangerines, lemons, pears, grapefruits, carrots, potatoes (in plenteous sackfuls), spinach, broccoli, cabbage, lettuce, brussels sprouts, corn, onions and swede. In terms of non-perishables, or less-perishables, there were the canned soups, dried soups (I told you soup was going to be important), canned beans and tomatoes, canned fish, canned meat, pickled onions, flour and rice, various bags of dried lentils, peas and beans, spaghetti, macaroni, salt, pepper, other seasonings of other ilks, sugar, honey, cocoa, dried milk, UHT milk, instant desserts and powders, nuts of the wal, Brazil and pea families, jarred and canned fruits and vegetables, chutneys and jams, tomato puree in drums, stock cubes, yeast, baking powder, mustard, vinegar, mayonnaise, oil, tea, coffee and corn flakes.

	Girls who seemed fit for the task were assigned (by Henry and Tom) to work out menus prioritising the perishables, at differing rates depending on how perishable they were.  

	A group of other girls were asked to make an inventory of the island’s animal populations, with a view to eating them. Puffins, of course, have already been mentioned: in fact, the school coat of arms featured a puffin, along with a Near Salamander (of which more later). There was also a large variety of other feathered friends. The Near Islands, being a nature reserve, were known for their seabirds. Arctic terns, gulls, shags, guillemots, kittiwakes and razorbills lived there in their unmelodious thousands. Rabbits abounded (and bounded). On nearby Wideopen Island there were flotillas of grey seals. Grey seals are capital breeders. That is a technical term.

	Neither would we be without eider. Eider ducks were regular visitors.

	Bettina Farque and Kay Hawkins, from Wideopen and Mancoe houses respectively, were deputised to investigate the need for repair work, which, given the sorry state of the west side of the school (charred woodwork and shattered glass) was of vital concern. The workshop had, it seemed, been spared too much damage, and in it, intact, were found a variety of things that could be put to good use: nails, screws and bolts, screwdrivers, pliers, hammers and saws, hacksaws and bowsaws, three axes, an electric lawnmower of ancient vintage and little conceivable use, a plane, set squares, drills and bits, chisels, spanners, carborunda, a vice, a sledgehammer, a pickaxe, rasps and files, ladders, dozens of shovels, spades and forks (to enable classfuls of girls to garden simultaneously), pruners, rakes, wheelbarrows, pots, trays, composting bins and work-gloves. The only serious deficiency was in scrap wood for repairs, but Bettina Farque in her thorough prospectus recommended the dismantling of one of the more damaged outbuildings to procure the necessary timber.

	Girls often fall over, into things, down stairs and on top of one another. The infirmary was therefore well stocked with splints, poultices, analgesics, antibiotics, plasters, bandages, salves, ointments and even a charming instrument to bite on while in labour. Alexandra Featherstonehaugh and Kat Egg, both from Mancoe, in charge of medical operations, were able to supply the requisite balms to those girls who had received cuts.

	The only serious deficiency on the island was the lack of fresh water.

	 

	 

	 

	In fact, the problem of fresh water rather dominated those first few weeks. It’s not much use making up careful menus of meat and fruit if you know you’re going to die of thirst in days.

	The school had always been provisioned from the mainland by a boat that carried a water-lorry. This lorry would lumber up to the school every three weeks and discharge itself noisily into our main storage tank by the dormitories. As luck would have it, the lorry’s last visit had been exactly eight days ago, and during most of those eight days, fewer than half of the girls had been present at the school. This meant that it was very nearly full: there was enough water to last, not the normal three weeks, but a good six weeks – more, if we didn’t take any baths and conserved all water supplies rigorously. After all, when you have boiled a pan of potatoes, you don’t throw the water away, do you? Well, perhaps you do. I don’t know how you live.

	But six weeks, eight weeks, ten weeks, is not forever. So on the third day after the disaster, a meeting was convened in the assembly hall. 

	Bee Wasket appeared to be chairing the meeting on this occasion. She was an intimidating young woman who was fond of getting other girls into headlocks. (For me, she reserved a special sort of goading. I remember sitting behind her in French. During a lull in the lesson she turned around and said to me: ‘You’ll never understand, Stephen. The blood.’ I had absolutely no idea what she was talking about.)

	‘The agenda here,’ Bee said, ‘is about water. What are we going to do about water?’

	Silence. A smell of burnt paint and scorched wood. Duenna Gee stood up. ‘Can we drink sea-water?’ 

	‘No,’ Bee said. ‘It’s poisonous.’

	‘What about desalination?’ Duenna asked.

	Bee frowned.

	Pearl stood up. ‘I’ve had a quick look in the library, and I think desalination would be difficult on a large scale. It requires quite a bit of energy. The obvious way to do it would be by distillation, which would involve boiling the water and collecting the steam, but that takes a lot of fuel. Of course it would be possible, if we’re desperate.’
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