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STATE SECRETS

Agents of  a foreign power (or so they said) had seized control.  The borders were sealed, armed
groups of  masked men patrolled the city streets.  The tv and radio stations had fallen into the
hands of  the occupation forces.   Helicopters  flew overhead and the citizens kept close in the
shadows of  buildings, and sprinted across streets,  if  they had to go out.
On the third morning, daily life was returning to normal.  A youth was on his way to school.
Coming up against a checkpoint, he pulled his hood down further over his face and tried to sidle
past the armed guards.
“You!” barked a soldier, pointing at him.
The youth looked up, puzzled.
“Me?” he asked, looking hurt and surprised.
“Yes, you!” repeated the officer.  “Over here!”  With their rifles, two other soldiers hustled the
youth into the rear of  a military lorry which had been set up at the roadblock.  Inside, a paraffin
heater was blasting out hot air and the windows ran with condensation.  The two guards pressed
the youth firmly into a hard plastic seat and kept their hands on his shoulders.  The officer climbed
in, took a more comfortable seat and sat close to the boy, eyeball to eyeball.
“Right, where are you going?” he demanded to know.
The boy looked up.  “Me?” he asked, outraged.
“Yes, you boy!” shouted the officer.  “Who else?”
The youth looked about him and shrugged.  “I suppose,” he admitted.
“So where were you going?”
“School.”
“School, eh?”  The officer was keen to get a result.  “What have you got in that bag?  Come on,
turn it out!”
“What bag?” asked the youth.
“What bag!?  What bag!?” shrieked the officer, getting angry.  “That one!”  He stood up and pulled
at the bag the boy had slung over this shoulder.  The two guards assisted him in this and eventually
they had the bag between them.  A close search revealed nothing except a lunch-box, some books
and some notices from school which he had forgotten to hand over to his parents.
The officer thought to try another tactic.
“Right, son, when did you last see your father? he asked, in less aggressive tones.
The youth shrugged.  “Dunno,” he said.
“Come on, try.”
The youth looked dubious and gazed distractedly into space.  “Last night, maybe.  Dunno,” he
finally replied.
“What does he work on then?  Science?  Commerce?”
The boy pondered for a while.  “Dunno,” he said.  “I suppose.”
“You suppose what?” 
“I suppose he does something like that.”
“Something like what - science, commerce, government?  What?”
The youth looked vague.  “If  you want,” he finally conceded.
The officer slapped his leg in frustration.  None of  the techniques he had learned seemed to be
working.  His soldiers were beginning to smirk.  He did not like that. Try something else.
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“How old are you, boy?” he asked in a conversational tone, or as near to one as he could manage.
The boy shrugged.  “Fifteen.”
“Fifteen, eh?  Enjoy football?”
“I suppose.”
“What do you want to do when you leave school?”
“Dunno.”
“Airline pilot?  Teacher?  Musician?”
“Maybe.  Dunno.”
“Do you have any homework to do? 
The boy looked vague.  “Uh…” was his only reply.  “Not sure,” he replied eventually.
The officer finally lost patience.  He stood up and shouted obscenities.  The two soldiers, knowing
their officer’s propensity for violence, retreated a few steps and stood to attention, eyes gazing into
the middle-distance.   The youth sat and wondered vaguely if  he was going to be late for school
and, if  so, whether he should bother attending the first lesson, or just to skip it altogether.  The
officer marched up and down.  “I ask you simple questions and you give me nothing!” he screamed.
“You boys are all alike!  Can’t you give way just a little?”  He slammed his fist into the side of  the
lorry and his two soldiers flinched.  The boy looked up.  “I can’t lay hands on you, boy, much as I’d
like to.  Geneva Convention.  Can’t you give me anything?  The names of  your teachers?  Where did
you  go  on  holiday  last  year?   What  football-team do  you  support?   Have  you  any  illnesses?
Anything!”  Finishing his tirade, he flung himself  back into his seat and stared at the youth. 
Who looked back, worried.  “I think I’ve got some for Tuesday,” he confessed.  “But it won’t take
long.”
The officer was thrown.  “What are you talking about now?” he babbled.  “Tuesday?  Illnesses?
What?  When?”
“Homework,” said the youth, looking at the lieutenant as if  he were a complete idiot.  “You asked,
didn’t you?  I think I’ve got some.”  The youth shrugged and gazed at his hands.
“Homework?” demanded the officer, looking to his two soldiers for some support.  “Did I ask
about homework?  When?”  The soldiers thought it best to continue gazing discreetly into the
distance, and said nothing.  The officer sat dead still for a minute, then stood up and straightened
his uniform.
“You may think I’m some kind of  simpleton, boy,” he snapped, “But I’m not.  I’ll get you yet.”  He
leaned forwards and glared: “You’re hiding something, aren’t you?  What is it?”  He rubbed his
hands.  “We’ll take you away and you’ll  never see your family again if  you don’t answer - “ he
slapped his gloves together - “Right now!”
The boy blinked, but said nothing.
“One last time, then!” continued the officer.  “What’s your name?  How old are you?  Who is your
father?”  He fixed the youth keenly with his eye.  “It’s that, isn’t it: it’s your father.  You’re protecting
him, aren’t you?”
“Dunno,” said the youth.
“Dunno!  Dunno!” shrieked the lieutenant, “What do you mean: dunno??  You know he’s either
important to us or you know he’s not.  Which is it?”
The boy looked up.  He realised this was important now. “No,” he scowled.  “I don’t have any
homework to do.  I did it last night.”
The officer’s hand shot up to his mouth and he clenched his teeth on his fingers.  His eyes widened.
He was losing it.  The boy had the better of  him.
“Get him out of  here!” he snarled at his soldiers.  “Get him out of  here and don’t let me see him
again!”  He stormed out of  the lorry and marched up and down in the gloom outside, shouting at
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the other guards, kicking at the barricades of  razor-wire.
The two soldiers helped the boy out and pushed him on his way to school.

Later that day, the Commander-in-Chief  of  the occupying forces made an announcement over tv
and radio that he was withdrawing his forces unconditionally and would open negotiations with the
elected government of  the country.  He gave as his reason the steadfast courage of  the citizens, and
their unyielding lack of  co-operation, in the face of  his armed invasion.
At tea-time, the boy’s parents asked him if  everything went all right on his way to school that day.
“Uh, yeh,” said the youth from under his hood.
“Nothing interesting, then?” his father wanted to know.
“Dunno,” he reported.

 www.andydrummond.net/stories.html 3

http://www.andydrummond.net/stories.html
http://www.andydrummond.net/stories.html

