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It rained a lot, and steamed when the sun shone. It was always hot. But it was safe…’

One way or another the Communist guerilla war in Malaya kept a whole British army occupied from 1948 until 1952. They were the virgin soldiers. Idle, homesick, afraid, bored, oversexed and undersatisfied.

A young virgin like Brigg had to grab his fun while and where he could – in the Liberty Club, in Juicy Lucy's flat or up in Phillipa's room – in one frantic attempt at living before he died or got demobbed…
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Deciated to my wife
Maureen
with the assurance that
hardly any of this happened to me


THE VIRGIN SOLDIERS

Born in Newport, Monmouthshire, in 1931, Leslie Thomas is the son of a sailor who was lost at sea in 1943. His boyhood in an orphanage is evoked in This Time Last Week, published in 1964. At sixteen, he became a reporter before going on to do his national service. He won worldwide acclaim with his bestselling novel The Virgin Soldiers, which has achieved international sales of over four million copies. His most recent novel, Dover Beach is available now from William Heinemann.
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During the years 1948–1952
the Communist guerrilla war in Malaya
kept a whole British army occupied.
Some of this army were good soldiers;
others were not.


1

About five-thirty enough light had leaked into the guardroom for Brigg to see his boots. They were in their usual place, on his feet, standing up like two bevelled tombstones, leaning slightly inwards, at the bottom of the camp-bed. The sweat had gone cold inside them.

‘There’s nothing I hate more than cold sweat in my boots,’ he remarked to Tasker, the sentry, who was having an underhand drag by the monsoon ditch. ‘It makes you feel as though you’re dead.’ Brigg rolled off the bed and went to the door.

‘Warm it up then,’ suggested Tasker. ‘Get some tea.’

‘I was,’ said Brigg. He picked up the bucket and went out. It was the half-dark, the time when the dogs in the village were moving about and sounding off with the cockerels, tugging people from dreams and nightmares. The tufts of the two big palms by the top barrack block were becoming clear against the whiter eastern sky like spiders impaled on sticks. Now there was not so much talking among the crickets; the bullfrogs burped less.

It was getting towards day.

In the early hours it had rained again, and the rain was lying around waiting to be steamed up by the sun. Brigg kicked the solid bucket with the rim of his boot as he went along the road, partly for nothing, he told himself, and partly because they said that the Gurkha at the cookhouse gate was inclined to draw his kukri if you went along before daybreak and didn’t make a noise. And once he’d got the thing out, the boys said, he had to draw blood. It was all tied up with honour.

When you came to consider it, thought Brigg, kicking the pail again, there was a distinct touch of military insanity in having a full-grown Gurkha with a sharp kukri, and an itchy kukri finger, guarding a cookhouse on Singapore Island. What was he doing? Stopping the terrorists getting at the apple crumble or the minced beef or the poison pie?

What’s a full-grown Gurkha? he asked himself. None of them were full-grown. Small scraps of men, brown and mild. But they reckoned that when the Gurkhas caught a bandit up-country, they chopped him into little cubes about the size of an Oxo.

Once a whole group of them had an orgy right there at Panglin. It was their Christmas – the same sort of thing anyway – and about two hundred of them sat in their dining-hall for three days and got paralytic. They all danced. No women, just the little fellows, and then they started slicing the heads off live animals with their kukris. Some of the boys had looked over the fence into the yard and taken pictures. Lantry got the head of a goat flying through the air when one of the Gurkhas had chopped it off. And the goat’s body was still standing up, astonished, just as though it still had a head fixed to it. It was about twenty seconds before the goat’s body toppled over.

Brigg saw the dented roof of the Gurkha’s hut on top of a shadow by the cookhouse gate. The Gurkha came out and Brigg said quickly: ‘It’s all right, Bongo. It’s the guard. Just come for the tea.’ He had slowed to a shuffle. ‘Okay?’ he said.

A fragment of worry flapped around within him for a moment over whether he should have called the Gurkha Bongo. Driscoll always did, but he wasn’t Driscoll.

The Gurkha kept silent, but pushed up the pole that hung across the road to the cookhouse. Brigg shuffled in, still kicking the bucket with the side of his boot, to show himself that he had not been doing it because of the Gurkha, but just for nothing.

There was a furtive cookhouse private occupied over the tea boiler. Steam was writhing around him, gushing and squeezing from under his armpits as he stirred like a witch with a ladle. His head was indistinct in the cloud, but when he came out Brigg saw it was the one who never washed. He smiled at Brigg with the special smile of army cooks when they are stirring something. The secret smile that says they know there is a dead rat in it.

Brigg gave him the bucket without a word. He squirted it full of thick tea and Brigg returned down the road.

Now the slow light was strengthening and flooding the lower sky. There was a dip, a grass ravine, by the road, and some mist was crouching in the deepest part. Across it hung a wood bridge leading to the office blocks and the other buildings on the far bank.

At the root of the road were the little mountains that were the roofs of the Chinese village. Lights moved there now. There was scrubby jungle, still indistinct, to his right, and he could see one of the guards who had been at the reservoir and the water pipeline all night, coming down the path with a bucket.

Brigg did not look much of a soldier. But nor did many of the others. The legs of his green slacks ballooned at the tuck into his gaiters, forming two long peapods. Had he felt the necessity to check the number of his ribs he could have done so quite easily by counting them through his jacket. The jacket was a different green to his trousers. His black beret hung over the right side of his head like one ear of a spaniel.

There were times, in England, when he thought he caught women looking at him, but he was unsure whether it was because he was tall and hungry-looking, or whether they fancied him, or both. Once an eager, fleshy girl at a camp dance had told him he had deep eyes, but although he liked occasionally to think about this he did not set much store by it, because she had gone outside with a fat orderly room clerk.

Brigg carried his bucket to the armoury guardhouse. Some of the tea panicked and jumped over the side, committing suicide in a dank monsoon ditch as he stepped across it. Driscoll, who was sergeant of the guard, came from the door as Brigg reached it. He had his towel across his shoulder, but he flicked it off when he saw the tea.

‘Good. I’ll stay,’ he said. He turned back into the guardroom. He picked up his enamel mug from the folded blanket on the bunk. On the mug he had painted the badge of his good regiment, the one he was in before, so that everybody would know it was Driscoll’s.

With some sergeants of the guard they could put out the lights at midnight, after the orderly officer had been around, and everyone could get a good night’s sleep. Except Sergeant Wellbeloved, who kept everybody awake with his everlasting grind about what the Japs had done to him. And Driscoll. There was no sleeping with Driscoll either. You had to guard.

Driscoll was five-ten or around that, with a firm face, close fair hair, and a scar high on his cheekbone, which is a good place to have a scar if you’ve got to have one. His uniform fitted, uniquely in a garrison noted for its baggy shorts. A consignment of garments made by lunatic tailors had predictably found its way to Panglin three months before, and, as old stock was exchanged for new, a circus effect was gradually coming about throughout the ranks. But Driscoll’s uniform fitted.

The Sergeant swallowed his tea and blew the steam from his mouth like cigarette smoke. ‘Give it to the others,’ he said. ‘I was going to have a swill, but it’s a bit late now. I’ve got to go and wake the little soldiers.’

No one at Panglin could play the bugle, and it was the job of the guard sergeant to wake each barrack room. Once, when an infantry regiment was in transit there, waiting to move up from Singapore into Malaya, reveille had been sounded by a shining bugler wearing a sash round his chest, red as the morning. Its call was wasted on the permanent Panglin troops because they had roused early and were standing in the warm, damp dawn, on the balconies, witnessing the martial novelty. Brigg had felt like a real soldier that day.

After the others on guard had taken their dippings from the tea bucket, Brigg bore it across the parade ground, around the hockey goalposts, and up the sounding stairs to the middle floor of Barrack Block Two. He trod along the concrete balcony, his boots repeating like double hammers, and through the centre double doors.

It was full morning now, but the daylight was dimmer in there. His bed was by the door. Sometimes at night he had to leap out and batten the door when a raiding wind came in off the South China Sea and howled through the palms and across the square. Two beds were rigged with droopy mosquito nets, green as mildew. The rest slept without them, bare backs, some pimpled and even now beginning the day’s sweat, or lying straight out beneath the sheets like corpses.

Sandy Jacobs, a hairy Scots Jew, slept naked, transfixed across his bed like a specimen spider. Corporal Brook, a thin man who was mad, snored, vibrating the prim rimless spectacles pinching his nose.

Brigg clanked the tea bucket to the floor. He always managed to shout ‘Gunfire!’ as though it meant ‘Action Stations!’ even if it were only the army name for early tea. But, on this morning, the syllables had not formed before Driscoll came hooting through the door.

The Sergeant stamped up and down the lines of beds. ‘Move!’ he shouted. ‘Mooooooooove! Come on! Hands off cocks and on with socks! Mooooooooove!’

Some rolled, some tumbled, some slithered from their beds with deep loathing. Some lay as though the finger of death were upon them.

Corporal Brook sat stark upright from his sheets, a frightened and frightening figure, white, thin and calling plaintively: ‘What’s the matter? What’s the matter?’

Driscoll halted at his bedrail and inspected him coldly and closely. Brook trembled like Scrooge.

‘The matter, Corporal?’ Driscoll said. ‘The matter is it’s daylight. Daylight, Corporal! And you still live and breathe, though God knows how. Anyway you’re here. So gettup!’

Dopily the others picked up their mugs and limped and stumbled towards Brigg’s tea bucket. There would not be enough to go around. First was first. Mostly they were naked, some white, some off-white, the colour of fat, some iodine yellow with the insipid Singapore tan. Only Patsy Foster and little Sidney Villiers, two strange friends who held fingers because they were in love, wore issue pyjamas. Some of the others had towels around their waists, but most of them did not bother.

Fenwick, who had the end bed of the first row, leaned towards his neighbour, Sinclair.

‘Shout at me,’ he said eagerly. ‘A good shout.’

‘Not again,’ said Sinclair wrinkling his face behind his glasses.

‘I couldn’t hear you,’ said Fenwick triumphantly. ‘Hardly, anyway. Try again. Louder. Through the alphabet.’

Sinclair said: ‘A-B-C-D-E-F-G – how much more?’

‘A few more.’

‘H-I-J-K – and that’s the lot. Here’s Driscoll.’

The Sergeant went by. Fenwick said, ‘I’m getting stone deaf, son. Stone bloody deaf. I’ll be home to dear old England soon. Medical discharge.’

Sinclair screwed up his face again. He wanted to get home – they all did – but he couldn’t see the point of getting yourself dead deaf to do it. Every evening Fenwick went to the swimming pool and kept his ears as much as possible under water, so that the heavy chlorine washed in and out. Every dip ravaged the tunnels of his head more dangerously, and there were nights when he cried with ear-ache. But soon, he was sure, the reward would come with a medical repatriation to England.

The barrack room was moving into its normal primary activity. The showers and the flushes were gushing outside, blankets were folded at the ends of beds and best boots placed one each side in the instructed manner. A table tennis ball plinked metallically against the distant wall, as it did every day, flicked there with monotonous skill by Gravy Browning, a lance-corporal for whom table tennis was meat, drink, work, recreation, the subject of dreams, and sexual fulfilment all in one. He was in that year’s Singapore singles final.

Driscoll had stamped his circle, gone to his room, which was on the balcony, and returned to find one bed in the barrack room still silent and undisturbed. Its green mosquito net hung over it, giving it the solemnity of a catafalque. Driscoll leaned daintily, secretly as a mother, over the bed and raised the hem of the green net.

His tone was gently cajoling. Everyone stopped to watch. ‘Private Lantry,’ he whispered. ‘Time for up. Horace, you’re oversleeping. All your friends are awake, Horace.’

From the bed came a whimper and a stir. Lantry looked out like a bird from a nest.

‘Are you awake, Horace?’ breathed Driscoll.

Lantry blinked and looked closely at the Sergeant as though he were a stranger or a segment of a dream.

‘GITTOUT!’ roared the Sergeant, ‘OUT! OUT! OUT!’

He grasped the mattress like one wrestler grabbing another, and flung it from the iron bedstead with one throw. Lantry, tubby, white, and regularly creased like a ball of string, sat naked on the floor.

‘Just getting up, Sergeant,’ he protested affably.

‘I know, son,’ said Driscoll. ‘I noticed. What’ve you got this bleeding thing rigged up for?’

Lantry gazed innocently upwards. ‘It’s on orders, Sergeant Driscoll,’ he said. ‘Every man must utilise his mosquito net.’

Impatiently Driscoll moved towards the door. ‘Watch it,’ he warned predictably. ‘You’ll be on a charge, son.’

Lantry waited until he was at a safe distance then called after him, but softly: ‘Besides, it hides me from these others, and I do like to have a little play with myself in the night.’

It was very safe at Panglin. They saw action only with pens and ledgers, with Army Forms One to One Hundred Million. This was entered here, pay and allowances there, absent without leave, killed on active service. It all went down on paper smudged with indoor sweat at Panglin, recording a remote war that was only eight miles away across the Johore Causeway, where the real jungle began.

Across the strait that separated Singapore from the Malaya mainland the Communist guerrillas occupied the thick jungle, ambushing, killing, keeping an entire British army fighting a war lost in undergrowth and giant trees.

But Panglin, safe on the island, ten miles from Singapore City, was as peaceful as a suburb. The square barrack blocks sat in the sun all day, the army houses occupied the other side of the ravine, and the wooden bridge was between them. Lower down the road was the Chinese and Malay village, a clamorous place of mud and music, stalls, eating-places, stray dogs, blind beggars, and medicine men who would slash their arms in public and heal them immediately with a magic ointment. Between the army houses and the village was the garrison laundry, peopled by busy Chinese men in vests and little shorts, the offices where the Panglin soldiers worked, and the military swimming pool flanking the green sports ground.

It rained a lot, and steamed when the sun shone. It was always hot. But it was safe.

Tasker had composed a song, which they sang in lorries on the way to football matches, all about the Filing Cabinet Cavalry. One of its lines indicated that at Panglin they would rather fornicate than fight, and there was much truth in it, except that most of them never got around to fornicating either.

The military flotsam of half the British army around the world found its way, almost mystically, to Panglin. It was like elephants going home to die. They had limped in, staggered in, come in on eight toes, and in one case eleven; drifted, dragged and drooled in. They had come in shaking but sober, determined but drunk, lost, stolen and strayed. Men arrived at Panglin who had been mislaid by the army. They came with little chits, certificates and notes, from sympathetic medical officers in many places, with transfers from apoplectic commanding officers who couldn’t stand the sight of them any more. They came sometimes with hope for themselves, if no one else, to finish their time, or to put the months and years by in dreadful safe boredom marked only by the scratching of pens on ledgers as other men’s lives and occasionally deaths went down in military records.

The conscripts, apart from being idle, homesick, afraid, uninterested, hot, sweating, bored, oversexed and undersatisfied, were in better condition. Their complaints did, at least, include some active ones, so they were not in the same state of decay as many of the regular soldiers.

Fighting soldiers from up-country, the Gurkhas and infantrymen arrived at Panglin sometimes in transit, sometimes for rest. The garrison soldiers would examine them with curiosity, at a distance, as though looking for bullet holes, and grin and say among themselves that it took brains to do deskwork; anyone could be a dumb infantryman. There was a dullness about the infantrymen’s eyes, a redness about their faces, so that they looked like labourers or country boys.

At Panglin the soldiers had the pale, yellow tan of steamy Singapore Island and days spent in offices where the secure, screaming boredom of hours clicking and clerking under a hot iron roof, with Wednesday afternoons off, was rarely broken by anything more enervating than the hope of pinching the arse of one of the Chinese civilian girl clerks in the mid-morning ritual queue for the tea-wagon.

By eight o’clock the four companies were on the parade ground. It was hard and sharp white, curiously like ice, because the sun had cleared the buildings and was now directly on the concrete. Brigg came out of the shower behind the barrack room, knotted a towel around him, and went to stand in a slice of sunlight on the balcony.

He heard Driscoll laughing and saw that he had come from his room at the end and was leaning on the door-frame, naked except for his beret and socks. The Sergeant moved forward and leaned on the pipe-rail of the balcony, considering, with disgust, the parade ground and the soldiers.

‘The echelons of power,’ he breathed. ‘See the might of Britain’s Army in foreign parts. For King and Country. With men like this, how can we fail?’

Brigg shuffled to the rail and bent over it. Directly below, the mad Corporal Brook was squeaking his wan and sickly section to attention.

Brigg said, ‘Well, it’s not supposed to be the Coldstream Guards, is it?’

Driscoll turned and suddenly shouted at him: ‘It’s the Royal Army Crap Corps! Look at it! For God’s sake, look! Kids who can’t get home to Mum quick enough, and misfits – sick and stupid bastards, hanging on because it’s all they have and they haven’t got anywhere else to live.

‘Go on, look! You don’t see an army, do you? They’re not soldiers. They’re a freak show.’

He calmed quickly and turned his naked belly to the parapet again. Quietly he said: ‘Just take a look at the Corporal we all love. Do you know why Corporal Brook is mouthing like that and nothing’s coming out? D’you know? Well, I’ll tell you why. It’s because he’s got a blockage. Up here, in his nut.’ Driscoll tapped his own head spitefully. ‘Yes, no kidding. Up here. The poor sod is incapable of getting the next order out. He knows what it should be – he knows all right – but he can’t say it. So he’s stuck there. Like a bleeding goldfish.’

Deliberately Driscoll leaned over the rail. The wordless, panicked, white Corporal Brook was immediately below. ‘Stand aaart ease!’ bellowed Driscoll.

The section stood at ease. Brook gave a jump of terror as though the message had come from the sky. He looked and saw Driscoll, and with relief, shame and anger, mumbled: ‘Yes, that’s right. Stand at ease.’

Brigg, laughing without sound, backed away from the rail so that Brook would not see him.

Once, at night, the Corporal had sidled to his bed like an old aunt and sublimely detailed how he was an illegitimate son of the peerage, but that he did not tell everyone because it was not the sort of thing he wanted to get around.

Driscoll continued his commentary, the complaints drifting towards Briggs, but only casually, as though the Sergeant did not care whether he was getting them or not.

‘Now, who would do that?’ he whispered in disbelief. Then louder: ‘Who in God’s name would do that? Put Cutler behind Forsyth? But they can’t. Surely even they must realise how it looks. I mean, they know Cutler’s got a diseased thigh and he hangs over to the right. But if that’s not bad enough, they have to put Forsyth in the rank behind him, and he’s got amnesia or dreaded pox or something nasty in his left hip, and he’s leaning the other way! It’s horrible. Horrible. Don’t they know? Can’t they see. It’s a carnival, not a parade.’ He swore viciously but quietly to himself.

Brigg looked up from examining Cutler and Forsyth, their opposite arms hanging limply as they marched, like men fishing from two sides of a boat.

‘Observe Sinclair,’ said Driscoll. ‘See the damp look on his face? He is dreaming about trains. Trains! He’s drilling, and his mind’s on railway engines. I wouldn’t mind, I wouldn’t complain a bit, if he had incest or something that mattered on his mind, but it’s not. It’s bloody engine numbers and which chuff-chuff has the biggest and the littlest wheels.’

Brigg knew the analysis was sound. Sinclair hated the army even more than most of them, and flew away from it often by closing his eyes and arriving at platform nine, Euston, with the steam and the grinding wheels, and the handsome engines. They were the things, the real stuff, he said, that counted. He could also do it with his eyes open, as he was now.

On his own, Brigg began playing Driscoll’s game. He counted first the men who wore glasses. There were fifty-two out of one hundred and sixty, including two pairs with yellow lenses. Seven of the N.C.O.s wore them and all of the officers but three. In addition there were minor psychiatric cases, men with fingers or toes missing, men with ruptures, bald men, one of them aged twenty-two, those who were visited by deafness, and many who had curses, the details of which they preferred to keep to themselves. There were also two members of the unit who were each only capable of vision in one eye. One of these was the Commanding officer, Colonel Wilfred Bromley Pickering, and the other a regular lance-corporal called Hackett.

In the dull, hot, everyday life of the garrison, there were few more stimulating experiences than witnessing Hackett march to his commander, each salute, and, in a stretched moment of aching suspense, each try to focus the other with his active eye.

Walking out of the sun, Brigg felt the shadows flow cold across his shoulders and neck. He sat on the side of his bed, by the double door, and began to polish his boots with no enthusiasm. Being on guard meant he was excused the morning muster, but he still had to be in the office at eight-thirty. He could see Driscoll on the balcony rail, and Driscoll could see him cleaning his boots.

‘In Private Longley,’ said Driscoll, unhurried, like a medical lecturer, ‘we have a unique physical oddity. Even for this place. Unique. He is the very opposite to a hunchback. He is a hunchfront! Just see that pigeon chest. It’s forcing his head back. And here … oh, now this is really it … Here they are, top of the circus bill.’

Brigg got up and with his left boot still over his hand walked into the streak of sun again. He saw what Driscoll meant. Rolling along, now directly beneath him, like two benign, green elephants, were Sergeant Organ and Sergeant Fisher.

‘At last night’s weigh-in,’ recited Driscoll, ‘it was twenty-two stone to Herbie Fisher, and Fred Organ – he can’t help his name, poor bastard – was twenty-one. I know, I’m not kidding, because I was there when they were talking about it like a couple of poncing chorus-girls. “You know, Herbie, I think I’m losing a little bit.” “I reckon you are, too, Fred, and I am too, I’m sure of it.” God, you should have heard them.

‘I mean – look! Look! Great pounding slobs. You’d think the army would have enough pride to pension them off, wouldn’t you? But no, they send them abroad where all the bongos can laugh at them too. And they keep providing great bales of cloth for special uniforms for them, and no shorts, because that would be too hilarious, and on top of that size eighteen boots and reinforced beds. Jesus help us! How can men get like that and keep their self-respect? And they quarrel like a pair of fashion models. I heard Fred call Herbie “Fatty” once. Fatty!’

Brigg turned and went back to his bed. He sat down, his towel hung across his knees, and spat on the toecaps of his boots. Driscoll, who somehow did not look ridiculous even if he was wearing only his socks and his beret, half turned.

As he looked down intently at the dull black toecap gradually coming to a reluctant shine, Brigg guessed what was coming next. He did not raise his head, and Driscoll said: ‘And then there’s your little bunch.’

Still looking down, Brigg said tonelessly: ‘We don’t want to be here.’

‘What sort of an answer is that?’ rasped Driscoll. He mimicked: ‘“We don’t want to be here.” I don’t suppose the poor buggers who built the Burma Railway for the Japs wanted to be there either.’

Nor all the dead men we left lying around outside Caen, he thought, but he didn’t say it because he’d killed three of them by mistake with his own bren gun.

Instead he said: ‘Pale little ninnies, bleating and moaning and crossing off the dates on your going-home calendars, and getting that Chink in the village to make you swank suits. You can’t wait to get home to Mum, can you? You get out here and the first thing you want to do is to go home.’

Brigg thought he had finished, but he hadn’t. ‘But when you do get home,’ he said. ‘Then it will be different. On Saturdays with the girls. “I was out in Malaya. Murder out there. Stinking hot and those Communist bandits …” I can hear all you little bastards now.’

Driscoll was riling him, so he got up and went through the barrack room to the lavatory. He sat down and thought how true it was. When they got home he knew just how it would be. They would go around like proud little fighters, armed to the teeth with lies. Their stories would be as good as the next man’s, even if he had spent his National Service with swamps and fear and true death waiting every day and night.

Some of Panglin’s clerks, whose conscript years had been scratched and blotted away on wooden desks, had gone to the village tailor and been fitted with splendid uniforms for the day when they arrived home. They were of smooth, lime, slime green, and they had fancy flashes and impressive insignia, and MALAYA in yellow letters across the shoulder. The fragile, sere, rickety virgin soldiers of the hopeless garrison became stern, strong, eye-catching warriors, once they had reached dear old England and safety. The uniforms cost forty dollars and they could only be worn for the two weeks of terminal leave. But what glory.

Driscoll heard him pull the chain and turned and waited for him to come out. But the Sergeant changed his mind about talking and returned to watching the parade. Brigg walked through the rows of beds, got to his own, and began to dress. He put on his socks and boots first and then his drawers cellular. He caught a sudden appearance of himself in the full mirror at the end of the barrack room and confirmed that he looked long, white and ridiculous.

He had never had sex, and one of his most virulent fears was that he might, by some military mischance, get killed before he had known the experience. It was of huge importance, bigger, much bigger, than any of the other things he could think of living for, or, at least, that he would miss if he died. Not to know about it would be the ultimate, awful tragedy, far worse, for instance, than never knowing who your mother was.

Now, at nineteen, he did not know, and could not imagine, although he tried hard enough, what it actually felt like. When you did it, was it hard or easy, inspiring or merely perspiring, comforting or exhausting? Did it drift into boredom, as so many things did with use, or was it new and tremendous every time? Did it hurt first time? How quick or how slow was it? Was it HOT?

Once he had thought this was a private obsession. It seemed unreal and unreasonable that you could miss something so much when you did not even know what it was. Miss it more than you knew you would miss ordinary happiness. But he had come to realise that it was the same with the others.

Sometimes in the evenings, particularly on a Tuesday or a Wednesday when they did not have any money to go out, Tasker and Lantry would lie on their beds and see who could think the dirtiest thoughts and get the biggest and best erection.

They pursued this activity with fetid enthusiasm, sometimes beneath the sheets and sometimes above them, and viewed their finished achievements with academic, even medical, pride.

‘That blue vein seems to be getting bigger,’ Tasker would announce with concern. ‘Perhaps I’d better show it to the medical officer.’

‘Well, you’ve shown it to everyone else,’ said Lantry amiably. ‘Why miss him out?’

‘No birds, though,’ grumbled Tasker. ‘There’s never a woman seen this, except my Mum. I wonder if I’ll ever get around to using it at all.’ He turned over and regarded Lantry with ashen seriousness. ‘I might get killed first. I mean it’s possible, isn’t it?’

Brigg, sitting on his bed writing to Joan, his girl, glanced up.

Lantry looked drawn, fully sharing the concern. They lay there with their sheets propped up like a small Arctic encampment.

‘You could, you know,’ said Lantry. ‘Get killed, I mean. There’s blokes getting killed out here regularly – well, up-country anyway, and it’s no distance, is it? Those three last week. I saw their papers today and their numbers were all 2234-something, younger than us. It’s a bit worrying.’

Panglin’s only casualty of the Malaya Emergency had been a drunken cook-corporal who was decisively struck by a truck while staggering across the garrison road by moonlight and who was buried with solemnity and honours the following day. So the chances of Brigg, Tasker or Lantry being killed, as things were then, were remote. But only as remote, Brigg considered, as his chances of opening his sexual life.

There were the obvious ways, but he was reluctant to pay for it at the very start, because it might spoil it for good and it might become a habit. Besides which, it was expensive and unhealthy.

At Panglin there was a small unselect stable of W.R.A.C. girls, who could have been winners of a whole series of reverse beauty contests. They were the ugliest girls in the world, and even the humidity and the scarcity of the commodity could do nothing to make them un-ugly. Apart from this there was a downright jinx on some of them. A thirsting lance-corporal, a wine steward, was still doing three months after being apprehended while screwing one of them on the top table, at the officers’ mess.

A few nights later a harmless mechanic, while quietly furgling another W.R.A.C. in the long elephant grass at the side of the garrison road, was accidently soaked when a passing Hussar paused to relieve himself.

Brigg considered the W.R.A.C.s out of the running for his virginity anyway. There remained the everyday Malay and Chinese girls, some of whom looked very soft and gentle, but these were very hard even to talk to. There were the officers’ wives, grey and timid or rosy and exuberant, but all out of the question; and the N.C.O.s’ wives, who were not really made for loving, even had they been willing.

There was also Phillipa, the twenty-year-old daughter of Regimental Sergeant-Major Raskin. Brigg did not dare think of her because when he did he had fiery, uncomfortable dreams, and had to take a walk on the balcony in the dark to cool off. Sometimes it took an hour or more.
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