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      Duncan and Chad Lumsford wanted to join their father on the boat but the chances of dying were too great. Their mother was sick enough letting her husband leave, let alone her teenagers. It didn’t make the boys feel better knowing they were following their parent’s wishes.

      They sulked around the docks of Dover all morning with their friends, Parker Young and William Hayes whose fathers were on the boat too. They worked for the Lumsford boy’s father as deckhands on a fishing trawler. Today wasn’t a normal workday though.

      Normally, the boys wanted nothing to do with the trawler, but today was different. Today was the day their parents were crossing the channel to help save thousands of stranded English and allied soldiers from the tightening grip of the Nazis.

      The boys sat on the dock with their feet dangling, watching for any sign of the battle happening thirty-one miles across the English Channel. They could hear distant engines, most likely aircraft and had even seen smoke from an injured airplane. They couldn’t tell if it was German or English, but they pretended it was a Nazi plane.

      The dock was empty. Not a single boat remained. The government had called them into duty.

      A few nights before, the Lumsfords had been eating dinner when there was a knock at the door. It was an odd time for an unannounced visitor.

      Their mother had excused herself and huffed to the door. Her voice shook when she called their father and the boys could hear her fear. They followed, wanting to find out what was going on.

      A British Naval officer stood at the front door with his hat in his hand. He introduced himself as Lieutenant Winwood as their father invited him inside. His wool uniform was dark on the shoulders from the heavy mist that hung in the Spring air. “Dreadfully sorry to disturb you during dinner, but I’m afraid it’s a matter of great urgency.”

      Duncan couldn’t contain himself, “It’s the Germans, isn’t it? They’re coming aren’t they?”

      Their mother shushed him and pulled him close. The Lieutenant smiled at him then looked back at his father. “Not exactly. You’re Captain Gene Lumsford, of …” He looked at the clipboard he held.  “the Lucky lady.” Their father nodded. “As you no doubt know, the Germans have been pushing hard in France and they’ve managed to rout our boys along with the French. We’re in full retreat, but our boys are trapped with the channel at their backs and the Bosch to their fronts.” Gene Lumsford nodded, the war news hadn’t been good for months, but he wasn’t aware how dire the situation had become.

      The Major continued, “We simply don’t have enough ships to get our boys off the beach. The main port in Dunkirk’s been destroyed. We can’t get large troop ships close, so we need a fleet of smaller boats, like yours to shuttle men from the beach to waiting ships. Our boys’ll be massacred if they don’t get evacuated soon.”

      Gene Lumsford nodded, “And you need my boat. Is that it?”

      The Lieutenant nodded. “We need every boat we can get our hands on. We’re enlisting every boat that can make it across the channel.”

      Their mother gripped her husband’s arm and held on tight. He patted her hand, “When do we leave, Major?”

      A few days later on May 26th, Their father left long before sunrise. The boys begged to go along but knew it was a futile attempt. They’d stood on the bustling dock with all the other families and watched as the men readied themselves to leave. The cold mist clung to them, wetting the delicate hairs on their faces. Most of the boats were manned by Royal Navy personnel, but Captain Lumsford and his crew manned the Lucky Lady.

      The women cried, and the boys comforted them as best they could. Parker Young’s mother was the only wife that wasn’t at the docks. Parker’s father was draped over his shoulder and reeked of alcohol. Parker averted his eyes when he saw his friends watching him, but delivered his staggering father to the trawler.

      Captain Lumsford took one look at the drunken man and shook his head. He crossed onto the dock and held his old friend at arms length. “You sure you’re up for this, old boy?”

      Parker’s father, Rory smiled and slurred, “Course I am. Just had a nip or two.”

      Gene looked at Parker with sad eyes. “Thanks for bringing him.” He slung his arm around Rory’s shoulder and helped him onto the boat. When he’d gotten him squared away with a steaming cup of tea, he came off the boat and hugged his wife, Abigail.

      She wiped a tear and pointed at the boat. “You shouldn’t take that drunken old sod. He’s liable to get someone killed.”

      Gene shushed her and looked sideways at Parker who pretended not to hear. “I’ve seen him drunker’n that. He’ll work it out and be fine. He always does.” Parker couldn’t see it, but the captain winked at him. “He’s a good man.”

      The Lumsford boys gave their father a hug, but the gravity of the situation was lost on them. Their father was an accomplished sea captain. They knew a simple crossing of the channel would be nothing for him. Chad Lumsford, the younger of the two smiled and said, “Don’t kill all the Nazis. Leave some for us.”

      Captain Lumsford laughed and hugged his two boys. “Don’t worry boys.” He kneeled and looked at his sons. “Take care of your mother while I’m gone. I know it’s only for today, but you look after her.”

      The boys nodded and went to her side, “We will, Dad. See you at lunchtime.”
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      The first boats came back across the channel hours later. The boys were playing war, glad to have a day away from school. William was the first to spot them chugging their way across the Channel. They were mere specks on the horizon but they could tell they were big ships, warships.

      The day had taken on a cold twist. The clouds were slate gray, but no rain fell. The Channel was calm, nothing compared to storm days, when the waves seemed to move every which way and crash unpredictably.

      They stood on the dock and waved at the distant ships, but of course they were too far away. They ran up and down the dock. Duncan yelled, “I’ll bet its dad and I bet he’ll get a medal for bravery.”

      Parker laughed, “You’ll get one for buggery. Those are Navy ships, not fishing trawlers.” Duncan chased him and they all laughed.

      When the boats were close enough, the boys stopped running and playing. There was a mad dash of lorries pulling up to the dock and medical and naval personnel poured out with stretchers and blankets. They pushed the boys to the side and filled the dock.

      The boys retreated and watched in fascination as the first ship docked. Troops disembarked, but they didn’t fit the dashing, proud soldiers they knew from war posters. Their eyes were distant. They were filthy, like they hadn’t bathed in months. Some were wounded, helped down the gangplank by mates. Some came out on stretchers with bloody bandages covering catastrophic wounds.

      The boys stood open-mouthed as medical workers descended on the wounded, carting them off on stretchers, or simply carrying them over their shoulders. There were more than a few that looked past saving.

      It was at that moment that Chad looked to the horizon and saw the sea filled with boats. All kinds of boats, big, small and even a few that looked like they may not make it. He punched his older brother and pointed. They tore their eyes away from the wounded and watched as the boats got closer. They strained to see the Lucky Lady, but they couldn’t tell one from another.

      The dock was bustling with activity. The first boat was soon offloaded and was putting back out into the channel, making room for others. The monstrosity seemed to barely move, but soon it was picking its way back toward France. Parker pointed at it and yelled, “They’re going back across.” The others nodded realizing there were far too many stranded soldiers for just one trip.

      Duncan sidled up to his brother. They put their arms around each other, realizing for the first time just what their father was facing.  A tear streaked down Chad’s face and he wiped it, hoping no one saw.
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      While bigger ships were offloading more defeated troops on the dock, another set of small boats moved close to shore and unloaded their charges onto a rocky beach. One boat was riddled with holes. It looked as though some crazed person with a giant hammer had gotten after it. It was a bigger boat, bigger than their trawler but they didn’t recognize her lines. As it neared, the boys realized the damage was fresh bullet holes. They stared and pointed in wonder. Real Nazi bullet holes.

      It came close to shore and anchored. A skiff full of soldiers was lowered. A mini-armada of small skiffs left the shore to help. The boys noticed some were filled with regular civilians. It looked like the entire town of Dover had turned out to help.

      The boys stared, then Parker snapped his fingers and slugged William, “Lets help.”

      It was as if a light switch went off for them. They sprang into action, wondering why they hadn’t been helping all along.

      They ran down to the water’s edge and were in time to grab a returning skiff and pull it onto the rocky beach. Chad held the boat while the others helped the wounded make their way over the gunwales.

      Duncan hesitated for an instant when a soldier with a seeping belly wound reached for him. He was momentarily transfixed on the bloody wound. The man’s face was deathly pale and his eyes were hollow, the pupils dilated unnaturally. The medic helping him said, “Come on, boy,” and it was all Duncan needed to break the spell. He reached out for the soldier. He supported him while he worked his way out of the boat. Blood splattered Duncan’s face, but he ignored the iron scent and the sickening stickiness. He took the man’s weight and almost collapsed. William got on the other side and together they shambled up the bank to a waiting lorry.

      When they handed him off, they watched him get loaded into the back with a dozen other bloody messes. The boys looked at one another. They were splattered with blood, but didn’t linger and went back to work. The docks were cluttered with troops, and it seemed the tight quarters would force some to accidentally fall into the channel, but the troops were orderly and organized. Parker thought they looked like they were queuing up at a bus stop. The boys kept helping the skiffs coming onto the little beach until their arms felt numb.
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      They worked for hours and by the time they noticed their father’s boat, it was already half unloaded. They yelled to one another and pointed. They passed off what they could and ran to the dock. They pushed past the orderly lines until they were beside the Lucky Lady.

      The trawler they’d known their entire lives was almost unrecognizable. The Lady was off-loading soldiers. Most looked to be uninjured, holding rifles and constantly glancing at the sky, as if searching for dragons.

      The boys elbowed their way through and searched for their fathers. Duncan pointed at the wheelhouse. He could see his father hunched over the wheel. He still had his hat on, but his white button-down shirt was torn.

      They jumped the two feet to the boat deck and avoided the disembarking soldiers. They darted along the side of the boat with the skill of intimate knowledge. They swung onto the short stairs to the wheelhouse and yelled as they entered the bridge.

      All three men were there. Captain Lumsford held the wheel with both hands watching the last of the men leaving the deck. Williams’ father was beside him, sitting on a rickety chair, running his hands through his thinning hair. Parker’s father was sitting on the floor, staring. His knees were up and his head slouched between them.

      The boys pulled up short of hugging them. Finally, Captain Lumsford noticed them and released his grip on the wheel. He gave the boys a tired smile but didn’t speak. He looked the boys up and down, taking in the blood. He looked alarmed for an instant. Duncan shook his head. “Don’t worry, it’s not ours. We’ve been helping with the wounded.”

      The captain nodded but his eyes went hard and he pointed to the dock. “Get yourselves out of here. Those Nazi bastards are liable to strafe this area.”

      The boys shook their heads and Duncan said, “We haven’t seen any fighters, at least not up close. We’ve seen lots of boats and some of our own Hurricanes but no Nazis.” Duncan made his hands look like he was holding a machine gun and made a yammering gun sound. “I wish. I’d shoot those little….”

      Gene reached forward and grabbed his son’s hands. “Don’t! It’s not a game. It’s not a bleeding game.”

      Duncan stopped immediately and looked into his father’s eyes. He saw something he’d never seen there before. He saw fear. He gulped against a dry mouth and nodded, “Okay, Dad.”

      William’s father hugged his son and tears streamed down his cheeks. Williams’ arms were pinned by the tight grip and he couldn’t hug back. He flinched from the desperation he felt in the hug.

      Parker went to his knees beside his father and put his hand on his shoulder. Rory Young pushed him away and stared through bloodshot eyes. “Get your bleeding hands off me, boy.”

      Parker pulled back quickly. He knew that voice, it was how his father spoke just before he hit him, or his mother. “Dad, I just…”

      “Get back to where you belong, back with the other women.” When Parker only stared, Rory moved to get up. Parker took the hint and moved away. His father got to his feet. There was no sign of his drunkenness, but there was a seething anger just beneath the surface.

      Captain Lumsford put his hand on Rory’s shoulder, “Take it easy Rory. The boy’s just trying to help.”

      Rory snorted, “Don’t need his stinking help. If he wanted to help, he shoulda brought his old man a sodding drink.”

      Captain Lumsford looked at Parker with sad eyes, then at the rest. “We’ve got to get back out there. The beach is still full of the poor buggers. We’ve gotta make another trip. Tell your mother I may not be back for dinner.” Duncan and Chad looked at him with fear. He held up his hands to calm them. “Don’t worry, we don’t have enough gas for more than one more trip, but it could take all day. It’s a slow process, we don’t want to have a collision.”

      Rory piped up, “The jerry fighters are a real pleasure too.” The boys’ eyes widened.

      Parker asked. “You saw German fighters?”

      Rory nodded and gazed at him through his bloodshot eyes. “Course we did. One of them Stuka bastards dropped a bomb in the middle of our boys on the beach.” He looked into the distance, remembering. “Blew bits of ‘em every which way.” The boys stared at him in wonder. “Poor sods didn’t have a bleeding chance.”

      Gene Lumsford broke the spell. “We’ve gotta get back out there, boys.” He looked at them with hard eyes. “I don’t want you down here. Leave it to the Navy. Surprised they’re letting civilians hang around at all. This is a military operation.” He pointed towards town. “Get home and tell your mothers we’re fine.” The boys looked crestfallen. “I mean it. You shouldn’t be down here. Understand?”

      The boys nodded and jumped off the boat as it powered away from the dock. They watched it chugging out to sea. Everyone except Parker waved, and Gene and Kenneth waved back. Rory stared out to sea and never glanced back at his son.
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      The boys did as they were told and left the docks. Duncan and Chad had the sense to pull off their bloody clothes and partially wash them in the sea. They didn’t want to arrive home and scare their mother half to death. They wrung them out as best they could and draped them on the low branches of an out of the way tree. They sat in a close circle, huddled behind an embankment to keep the wind and curious eyes off their goose-bumped bodies.

      Chad said, “They’re gonna be heroes. They’ll probably give ‘em medals.”

      William shook his head. “What medal would a civilian get? You have to be in the military to get medals.”

      Chad shrugged but continued. “They’ll at least be put into the daily post. We’ll read about ‘em.”

      Duncan spoke up. “You saw all the boats? There're hundreds of ‘em. Why would they single out our fathers over everyone else?”

      Parker punched Chad lightly on the arm. “Yeah.” He tapped his head. “Gotta think about it, moron.” He looked at the older boys who grinned. Duncan ruffled his younger brother’s floppy blonde hair. Parker got serious. “The Germans are gonna invade. Don’t you think?”

      Duncan looked at his feet. “I don’t know. Probably. Hitler’s an arsehole. He wants to take over the world.”

      Parker nodded. “We need to join the Army. We need to be ready to meet them on the beaches.”

      William shook his head. “We’re too young, remember? Gotta be seventeen.”

      Parker nodded. “I know, but I could pull it off. I look seventeen. I’ll just lie about my age. How they gonna know?”

      William sneered. “Cause they’ll ask your parents, dummy.”

      He ignored the name-calling. “What if we went to another town and enlisted? Somewhere where no one knows us, or our parents. We could say we’re orphans.”

      Duncan shook his head. “What, then we just leave and never go back home? Never see our parents again? Even if they thought we were seventeen, which I doubt, my parents would take one look at our uniforms and march us down to the station and reverse it.”

      William nodded. “That might work for you but …” He stopped himself. Parker looked at his bare feet. There was an uncomfortable silence. Parker’s home-life was anything but idyllic. His parents may not even realize he was gone, and would probably be glad to have one less mouth to feed. William flushed beet red and stammered. “I, I didn’t mean … I mean I wasn’t trying to …”

      Parker held up his hand and shook his head. “It’s okay. You’re right, my Mum might notice, but not my dad.” He made up his mind. “I’m gonna enlist.” He pointed toward the docks where a steady stream of small boats were still offloading troops. “They’re gonna need every man with a pulse, no matter the age. If we can pull a trigger that’ll be enough.”
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      When their clothes were dry enough, they climbed the main road from the docks without speaking. They were tired even though it was barely lunchtime. They stopped in the front of their neighborhood. The rows of houses looked identical, the only variation, different house-plants and greeting signs. Each house had four steps leading to the front doors. The Lumsford house was nearest the cross-street and had a view of the harbor. The other houses were laid out along the street, each lower than the next as the street angled down. William’s house was only three doors down from the Lumsford’s and William and the Lumsford boys had been inseparable since they were old enough to walk.

      Parker’s house was on a different block, further down and around the corner. Parker had met the boys when he was ten and his father had gotten a job on the trawler. He didn’t have many other friends.

      They stood beside one another thinking about the things they’d seen that day. Duncan stepped back a few feet and held his arms out. “You see any more blood on us?”

      William and Parker looked them over. William pointed at a splotch of deep red on the side of his dark pants. “There’s some, but it’s not too noticeable.”

      Duncan looked at the stain. “Yeah, couldn’t get that out. I’ll just hustle in and change before mum sees it.”

      Chad nodded. “I’ll distract her.”

      Duncan pointed at his younger brother’s pants. “You look worse than I do.” He pointed at Parker’s stained shirt. “But not as bad as Parker. Your mum’s gonna flip.”

      Parker looked at his blood splattered clothes. Wringing the clothes in the bay helped, but blood was difficult to wash out. He shook his head. “Nah, probably won’t even notice.” He looked back the way they’d come, back towards the channel. The water was gray and low clouds obscured it a mile out. It was dotted with boats moving back and forth. “I should go back and help.”

      William’s eyes widened. The mere thought of disobeying their father’s wishes made him almost physically ill. “Your pa will beat you if he finds out.”

      Parker grinned. “He’ll beat me anyway. Doesn’t really matter what I do.” The other boys stared in silence. Parker had it rough, it was obvious from the bruises he tried to hide under his shirt. Once, he came to school with his right eye nearly swollen shut, but he’d never openly talked about it.

      The silence grew between them. A cold breeze blew up the street, laced heavily with the smell of the sea. Parker continued to stare at the boats and the hustle and bustle at the docks. The boys shifted from foot to foot and studied their hands.
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      The Lumsford brother’s fears of upsetting their mother with bloody clothes was completely unwarranted. Abigail Lumsford barely looked at them, but plied them for news of their father. She’d nearly cried in relief when they told her they saw him just before the noon hour and he was fine. She blanched when they told her he may not be returning for dinner, but she wasn’t to worry.

      “Not worry? May as well tell the sun not to rise,” she muttered angrily. “Such rubbish. I shouldn’t worry that he’s willingly put his life in danger.” Her face went hard and her lips pursed into a white line. She held up her fist and shook it toward the channel and France. “If those Nazi bastards harm one hair on his head, I’ll march right over there and strangle Hitler myself.”

      The boys stared at her in wonder. They’d never heard their normally quiet mother speak in such a way. They glanced at one another. The vision of an irate Abigail Lumsford marching right up to Hitler through countless Nazi soldiers and throttling him was too much. They grinned, then tried to stifle their laughs which only made it harder. They burst out laughing. Mrs. Lumsford’s tight lips, loosened as she watched her boys. It was infectious, and she put her hand to her mouth and tried to stifle her own laugh. But she was unsuccessful. The three of them laughed, and she clasped them to her and kissed the top of Chad’s head. Duncan was taller, so she squeezed him tight and realized he was becoming a man.
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      William Hayes didn’t know what to expect when he walked through the front door. Normally, at this hour his mother would be out standing in long lines for bread. Since the war started, rationing had made each meal a challenge. If you wanted to get the shopping done before dark, you had to leave early.

      Today was different though. He wondered if she’d be home, awaiting word from her husband. When he burst through the door, he heard a yelp and then pounding feet as his mother stormed into the tiny foyer. She wore a dirty house dress and thin wool stockings. The knees were worn and almost holed from time spent scrubbing floors. Her thick brown hair was held back with a kerchief. There was a streak of dirt down her cheek, and he thought he saw signs of tear tracks. She put her hand to her mouth when she saw it was William. He could see the flash of disappointment in her brown eyes, but it quickly disappeared. She put the wet rag she held on the little entry table.

      “Bill. I thought you might be your father. Any word?”

      He smiled. “I saw him this morning, but they turned around and headed back across after telling us to go home.”

      She nodded and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Good, good. I’m so worried. He left without taking any lunch. How’s a man to work all day without food?”

      William shrugged. “I’m sure the others will share their food, Mum.” He thought about the bloody deck of the boat and the hollow look of his father’s eyes. He doubted they’d have much of an appetite. “Captain Lumsford said they didn’t have enough gas to make more than a couple of trips across. He told Duncan and Chad he might not be back for dinner though.”

      Her eyes widened in alarm. “What? They can’t cross the channel at night, it’s too dangerous, it’s suicide.” Her eyes hardened. “Captain Lumsford will get them all killed, the fool of a man.”

      William wished he hadn’t said the last part. His mother was a known worrier, and he hadn’t helped. Her eyes darted around the room. He could almost see the panic rising within her. “He only said it as a just in case. He thought they’d be back before dark, but didn’t want us to worry if he wasn’t. They’ll be fine, Mum. He’s the best captain on the channel, everyone thinks so. It’s why the Navy didn’t just take the boat over like they did with most of the others.”

      She lifted her head and looked down her nose at him. “It’s the crew that makes the boat run.”

      William nodded. “I know, Mum. They’re the best crew with the best captain.” He thought about the drunken Mr. Young. He didn’t remember a time when he hadn’t seen him in a foul mood. He thought about his friend Parker and what he had to deal with in his life. When they played war, or stickball, he was always the last to leave. He never seemed to want to go home, even for supper.

      William’s mother worried incessantly, and his parents sometimes fought bitterly over seemingly trivial things, but he was glad he didn’t have to worry about being beaten every night.

      His mother grabbed the wet rag. “You need to go to market today. I’ve been too afraid to leave. I didn’t want to miss news of your father.” She pointed to the kitchen. “I’ll get you some money. The sooner you leave the quicker you’ll be back. I want to have supper ready for your father when he returns.”

      “Okay Mum.”
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      Parker Young watched his friends entering their houses. He looked down the dingy street towards his own neighborhood and started walking. The further he went the more the houses changed from well-kept tidy pieces of pride, to run down, no-hope slums. He turned the corner and entered his street. There was no pride here, only danger. He kept his eyes peeled like an animal looking for predators. The streets were relatively empty. The events at the dock and the ever-present fear of a German attack kept most folks indoors.

      He passed an alley and caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He knew better than to look into the alleys. That’s where the predators lurked and it was best to ignore them and move past quickly. Perhaps it was the feeling of accomplishment from the morning of helping injured soldiers. Whatever the reason, he glanced down the alley and made eye contact with a group of older boys. He quickly averted his gaze, but not quickly enough.

      “Oi, what you looking at?” the voice was laced with venom. Parker fixed his gaze ahead and increased his pace. His heart rate leaped, and he felt his face flush. He left the alley behind, but the voices followed. “Hey, I’m talking to you.”

      Parker didn’t look back, but he knew the boys were out of the alley and coming up behind him. He recognized their voices. They were a couple years older and had dropped out of school long before. They called themselves some asinine gang name to justify their existence. To Parker they were predators, and they’d found their prey. Their footsteps sped up and Parker knew there’d be four of them. There were always four. He thought about running, but that would only spur them on. The best way to deal with predators was to face them. To show he wasn’t afraid. The only problem was, he was terrified.

      When the footsteps were right behind him, he turned suddenly. The group of four stopped and spread out, like wolves culling a weak animal from the herd; grinning with twisted, yellow teeth. The leader of the bunch wasn’t the biggest, but the meanest.

      Harry Connoyer was shorter than the rest of his crew, but he was known as a scrapper. His tenacity in a fight was legendary. He simply wouldn’t stop, no matter how much damage he took. He’d whooped kids twice his size through sheer pigheadedness and grit. He was even considered a suspect in a murder case, but the police could never compile enough evidence, mostly because they couldn’t find anyone stupid enough to provide testimony.

      Parker held up his hands. They were still bloody from the docks. “I don’t want any trouble, Harry.”

      “You just call me by my first name? Like we’re chums or something? You call me Mister Connoyer.”

      Parker stammered, “Sorry … Mr. Connoyer.” Saying it sounded ridiculous to him. He’d known the real Mr. Connoyer, Harry’s father. He’d died a few years ago in a similar alley to the one the boys just slithered out of.  He’d drunk himself to death and died in a pool of his own bloody vomit.

      “That’s more like it. Where you think you’re going?” Parker started to answer, but Harry cut him off. “You haven’t paid the toll.” The three other boys snickered.

      The biggest kid, Percy grinned. “Yeah, the toll.” Parker had known Percy since early childhood. He’d always been simple. They’d played together, but when his body turned into that of a giant’s, he’d been recruited to Connoyer’s crew. They needed a big guy for intimidation. He’d quickly turned on Parker and left him for his newfound friends. Parker wasn’t too broken up about it, Percy had little chance in life. His only asset was his size, and he was already capitalizing on it.

      Parker turned his pockets out. “I’ve got nothing to give you. Nothing.”

      Harry looked to his mates. “Hear that? Nothing to give.” His grin disappeared. “Then we’re gonna have to teach you a thing or two about coming by here empty-handed.”

      The boys moved to surround him. Parker had a decision to make. His mind flashed through his options. He could either fight or run. He knew he’d get his arse kicked if he fought, but he’d get a few punches in, maybe enough to keep Harry and his crew from harassing him more. He knew how to fight, or at least, he knew how to take a punch. His father made sure of that.

      He felt the surge of adrenalin course through him. He looked around for something to use as a weapon, but there was nothing. He’d have to use his fists. His vision blurred and he felt the familiar fear rising in his chest, making his decision for him. He turned and ran.

      Harry and his crew thought he’d fight and were slow to follow. It didn’t take long for them to recover. They took off after him, like hounds after a rabbit. “You bleeding coward!” Harry yelled. “We’re gonna kill you.”

      Parker was fast. He was pulling away from his pursuers and soon he was far enough ahead to turn a corner and hopefully lose them. His house was another block or two. Connoyer and his crew knew where he lived. If they were smart, they’d simply wait for him there, but he figured they weren’t that smart.

      Parker turned the corner and saw the door he was looking for. It was halfway down the block on the right. He figured he’d have just enough time to get to it before they saw him. He passed other doors, but he knew the one he was going for would be open. As he reached for the handle, he hoped they hadn’t chosen this day to lock up. The door opened, and he pushed his way into the darkness beyond. He pushed the door shut just as his pursuers turned the corner.

      They were met with an empty street. They looked up and down. They ran down the street looking for possible hiding spots, but their prey had escaped. “Bleeding coward disappeared.”

      Percy was huffing and puffing like a steam locomotive. He finally caught his breath. “We, we could go to his house. I know where he lives.” He bent down putting his hands on his knees. The hum of his wheezing lungs sounded horrible.

      Harry shook his head. “Nah, bugger that.” He looked down the street and put his hands to his mouth and yelled. “Oi, Parker Young. You need to join us. We’re your friends. Your true friends. This is your neighborhood. You need to stick with your true mates.”

      Parker’s breathing was under control and he was pressed to the door, listening. Connoyer’s crew was right outside. He gritted his teeth. He hated the thought of joining them, but something in the back of his mind, some tiny voice full of despair told him he’d end up there. It was only a matter of time. It was all he could do not to burst through the door and scream that he’d never join them, but he stayed behind the door until he heard their footsteps recede.

      A hand touched his shoulder and he jumped. A soothing voice said, “Easy darling, easy now.” He turned and recognized Sally Shannigan. She smiled at him through a thick layer of pasty makeup. Her eyeshadow was bright blue, fading into purple, making her look like an exotic jungle bird. She was only a few years older than him. He’d always been infatuated with her, spending long hours fantasizing about what her milky white breasts would look like without the constraints of clothing.

      She smiled as she recognized him. “Parker. What are you doing here?” She gave him a squeeze and he felt her large breasts mash against his chest. He suddenly felt light headed.

      When she released him he said, “Hello Miss Shannigan.”

      She punched his arm and imitated him, “Miss Shannigan? You know to call me Sally. We’re practically family.” He grinned at her and she continued. “Your mum’s not here yet. Don’t think her shift starts for another couple hours.”

      He nodded. “I know. I just … well.” He looked to the door. “Just needed to duck in real quick.”

      She frowned at him. “I heard what that Connoyer boy said. He’s no good. Stay away from him.” Her eyes got glassy and she looked through him. She shook her head. “He’s rotten. Believe me, I know.”

      Parker could see the flash of fear that crossed her face. He balled his fists. “Has he hurt you?”

      She refocused on him and shook her head. “Nah, not really. Nothing I can’t handle.”

      He heard the blood pounding in his ears and reached for the door, “I’ll kill him. I’ll …"

      She put her hand on his shoulder and her voice sounded like a cooing dove to him. “It’s nothing, Parker.” She smiled, “Part of the job. Not all my clients are as dashing as you.” She fluttered her heavy eyelashes at him. He could hear them flick together then separate as if extracting from thick glue.

      He blushed deeply then turned away, remembering how Sally made her living. His mother worked as a waitress in the bar, delivering drinks to the men that came to pay for Sally and the other ladies’ favors. He’d known Sally his whole life. “I better go. My Pop’s out with the boat pulling soldiers out of France.”

      Sally leaned back and put her hand over her heart. He caught his breath as he watched her hand brush her breasts. “My goodness. How exciting. I wondered why business was so slow today.”

      Parker nodded, trying to ignore the statement. “I’ve gotta go and tell mum that he’s okay.”

      She touched his arm and it felt like her hand was hot as fire. He pushed the door open and peeked out. The coast was clear, so he went outside and strode back to the main street. He heard Sally reminding him to stay away from Harry Connoyer. He waved as the door closed.
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      For the rest of the week, the Lucky Lady and her crew continued to ferry soldiers out of France. Each day the men returned completely exhausted, but would arise early and do it all over again. The boys did what they could to help. They carried supplies and what little food could be scrounged for their fathers to munch on in transit. Each day they asked if they could join them and each day they were denied.

      Going to school was hard. No one could concentrate on their studies. Nearly every child in Dover had family helping with the rescue effort. Even the teachers realized their efforts were wasted and instead of the normal lessons concentrated on playing games to keep the children occupied until summer break.

      The Dunkirk operation, which they now knew to be officially called Operation Dynamo, ended on June 4th. The desperate measure to save over three hundred thousand men was a complete success. The crew of the Lucky Lady and every other crew involved were considered heroes. The town of Dover was suddenly flooded with soldiers who’d just lived through a situation none figured they would.

      On June 7th nearly the entire town turned out in the main square to honor the men who’d sacrificed their safety and in some cases their lives in the effort. The boys were in the crowd facing the podium where the mayor was giving a speech. The amplifier was scratchy and filled with intense feedback but finally smoothed out to something they could understand.

      The boys listened as the mayor read the entire list of boats involved. The crowd would clap politely for the boats from other towns, but erupt in cheers when a local boat was read. None was more cheered than the Lucky Lady. Their fathers were behind the mayor, dressed in their finest clothes. Rory Young swayed on his chair. He’d been drunk all week, taking full advantage of his hero status. He hadn’t had to buy a drink all week. Kenneth Hayes and Gene Lumsford sat on either side of him, keeping him from falling out of his chair. They waved when the Lucky Lady was mentioned and the crowd went crazy. The boys beamed as folks around them slapped their backs and congratulated them for having such good men for fathers.

      Parker’s mum wasn’t in the crowd. With the influx of so many soldiers, the bar was always busy, and she had to pick up extra shifts to deal with the volume. She’d get home late and be gone early. Parker thought Sally must be busier than ever.

      When the mayor finally got through his speech and the crowd broke up, the boys moved off. With no school, and the town still in celebration they didn’t have any immediate chores they needed to do. That wouldn’t last long. William was excited. “Let’s go down to the docks and see if we can find any stuff along the shore.”

      Chad nodded. “Good idea. I heard someone found a rifle.”

      Duncan punched his arm. “A rifle? What, did it float there?”

      Chad thought about it and shrugged. “Maybe a wounded soldier dropped it.”

      Duncan shook his head. “Not bloody likely. They don’t leave rifles sitting around like that.”

      Not to be put off, Chad continued. “Well, there’s other stuff.”

      William chimed in. “Yeah, they’ve been finding all sorts of war stuff. Canteens, satchels, even a helmet floated in. A real soldier’s helmet. I heard it had a bullet hole in it.”

      Parker shook his head. “Such rubbish.”

      Despite their doubt they walked to the shore and scoured the beach for any souvenirs. After twenty minutes they hadn’t found much more than a few pieces of trash, which were definitely not warlike. It was a warm day; the early morning clouds had parted, and the sun shone through lighting up the English Channel like it was covered in sparkling diamonds.

      Parker announced. “I’m heading up country to enlist.”

      They kept walking up the beach. The silence lengthened until finally Duncan asked, “When?”

      “Tomorrow. Before we have to start our summer jobs.” Being sons of fishermen, their summer job was cleaning fish. They weren’t paid a wage, but their work helped keep the Lucky Lady from having to pay outsiders for the same job. “We’ve gotta do it soon, or we’ll be stuck here all summer covered in scales. I wanna fight the Germans.”

      William chimed in, “We can join the home guard. They’ll give us uniforms and everything. We can patrol the beaches.”

      Chad’s eyes went wide. “Uniforms? Really?”

      William shook his head. “Not you. You’re too young. You’ve gotta be at least fifteen for home guard. You’ve got a few more years yet.”

      Chad picked up a rock and threw it into the bay. It went in edge-wise and barely made a splash. “That’s not fair. The war will be over by the time I’m sixteen.”

      Duncan ruffled his hair. “Hopefully.” He turned his attention back to Parker. “You really think you can pass for seventeen? I mean, you look fifteen, just like we all do. They’ll need some kind of proof.”

      Parker shrugged. “We could all go and vouch for one another. They’ll have to take our words for it.” He jogged ahead a few feet and held up his hand. The others stopped. “We decided to do this together. If we don’t do anything, the war will end and we won’t have done anything except scale fish. What’ll we tell our kids and grandkids when they ask us what we did during the war?”

      Duncan grinned. “Kids? You knock someone up?”

      William and Chad chuckled, but Parker didn’t take the bait. “I’m serious. We have to join up. It’s the only way. We’ll be a part of history. We’ll be heroes, just like our fathers.”

      William looked visibly uncomfortable but Duncan puffed out his chest and nodded. “I’ll do it with you. We’ll go tomorrow at lunch.”

      They both looked to William who still stared at his shoes. He finally looked up and nodded. “Okay, I’ll go too.” Parker and Duncan grinned. “But it probably won’t work. They’ll see right through us.”
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      The next day was a gray and overcast. The hubbub of the previous week had subsided and most of the rescued soldiers had moved to other parts of England to be used in her defense if the Germans attacked. The crew of the Lucky Lady would be heading back out to sea again soon, but this time it would be business as usual - fishing. There was no doubt the boys’ window of opportunity to enlist was growing short. They’d be on the docks cleaning and scaling fish within the week.

      They told their mothers various stories about their plans for the day, with the understanding they’d be back for supper. They decided Chad had to stay behind. It would make them look even younger than their fifteen years if they were hanging around with a twelve-year-old. It didn’t go over well, but Duncan got Chad to promise not to rat them out. He’d been angry and almost crying, but he’d finally promised.

      They pooled what little money they had and paid for a bus ride. The bus was filled mostly with soldiers. The boys found a row of seats and sat beside one another. They didn’t speak. The gravity of what they were attempting was weighing heavily on their minds.

      A soldier in the row beside them looked them over. “Oi, where you boys heading?”

      Duncan was closest and answered. “Up to Ramsgate. We’re going to enlist.”

      The soldier gave them another look. “You don’t look old enough. That why you’re not enlisting back in Dover? Afraid they’ll recognize you?” Duncan grit his teeth. The soldier had figured them out within seconds. When the boys didn’t respond, he continued. “Why you wanna enlist?”

      Duncan looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “Why? Well to fight the Nazis, of course.”

      He looked hard at them. Duncan didn’t think he could be more than eighteen years old, but his eyes looked older. “You’ll get your chance whether you enlist or not. They’ll be coming ashore any day now. You can plink ‘em with your bleeding sling shots.” He smiled, showing off crooked teeth. “They’ll probably come from the sky. Their paratroopers are their best soldiers. Brutal, ruthless buggers.” He slapped the soldier behind him. “Figure them Jerry’s would fancy getting plinked while they drifted down?”

      The other soldier leaned forward and gave the boys a once over. He grinned. “I don’t figure they’d put up with that for long, Danny.” He reached across the aisle and put his dirty finger on Duncan’s forehead. “They’d shoot you right between the eyes.” Duncan pulled his head away and the two soldiers broke into giddy laughter.

      Duncan looked to his friends who stared back, stunned. Duncan shook his head and whispered, “Our nation’s finest.” Parker and William laughed.

      The first soldier reached across and took a handful of Duncan’s shirt. “Oi, you say something funny? Wanna share it with me, boyo?” Duncan’s heart raced and his face flushed. The young soldier was inches from his face and he could smell his foul breath. He shook his head quickly. “No? You didn’t say something funny, or you don’t wanna share it?” Duncan couldn’t find his voice. He shrugged, and the soldier released his shirt and pushed him. “Fookin’ pussy.”

      Duncan looked to his friends and dropped his head. Parker grit his teeth and his jaw rippled with anger. He stood and shuffled across William and Duncan and scooted them toward the window. Duncan finally moved and Parker sat where he’d been. The soldier watched him. Duncan looked annoyed, but Parker ignored him and stared at the soldier.

      The soldier sneered at him. “What’re you lookin’ at?”

      In a low voice Parker growled, “You’re just a friggin’ bully with a uniform. If they’re takin’ recruits like you, we’ll have no trouble gettin’ in. They must be scrapin’ the bottom of the barrel.”

      A pulsing vein popped out on the soldier’s forehead as his face turned crimson. “Why you little …" He lunged out of his seat.

      Parker was ready. His right fist rocketed out in a quick jab. It connected with the soldier’s exposed nose and smashed it flat. Blood flowed, and the soldier’s eyes immediately turned bloodshot. He hesitated and Parker took advantage and jabbed again, this time connecting with his right eye. The soldier’s head snapped back. He fell into the seat and he curled up to protect himself, but Parker wasn’t done. He lunged from his seat and was about to inflict more damage when a heavy hand pressed against his chest and held him back. He was pushed back into his seat as if he were weightless.

      In a deep baritone voice an immense soldier with stripes on his shoulders said, “That’s enough, boys.” The bleeding soldier uncovered his face and looked at the looming figure, then back at Parker. He couldn’t contain his rage and tried to lunge and sucker punch Parker while he was distracted. The sergeant saw it coming and stepped in front and the soldier crashed into his chest and bounced off as if he’d hit a steel wall. “I said, stop, private.”

      The soldier looked up at the sergeant. He may as well have been a mountain. He wasn’t moving and there was no way he could get around him. He put his hand to his nose and tried to stem the steady flow of blood. In a nasal voice, he uttered, “He attacked me. It’s against the law to attack a soldier. You saw it.”

      The bus suddenly pulled to the side of the road and lurched to a stop. The immovable sergeant looked to the bus driver who was looking back nervously. “No fighting back there, or you’re off the bus.”

      The sergeant raised his voice slightly. “It’s okay. I’ve got it under control.” The driver turned around and looked up at his rearview mirror. He nodded and pulled back into traffic. Once they were back on the road, the sergeant addressed the soldier. “From what I saw you deserved what you got Private Perry. But if you want to press charges, I can certainly write up a detailed report telling how you got your arse kicked by a boy on a bus.”

      Private Perry’s right eye was quickly swelling and his nose continued to flow, despite him holding his nostrils shut. He looked behind him at his mate who was staring out the window as if he didn’t know him. He was no help. He looked back up at the looming sergeant. Without another word he stood and pushed past the sergeant and found an empty row of seats near the back.

      The sergeant watched him go, then took his vacated spot. He looked to the other soldier. “You mind?” The soldier held up his hands, mumbled something and turned to stare out the window. The sergeant’s large frame nearly filled the entire row. He looked across the aisle at the three boys, who were staring at him with wide eyes. “You’ve got quick hands. Where’d you learn to punch like that?”

      Parker didn’t answer at first. He was too busy staring. He shook himself out of it and looked at his right fist. It had a small cut on the knuckle, but was otherwise uninjured. He shrugged. “I’ve been in a few scraps, sir.”

      “Call me Sergeant Tichner.” Parker nodded. William and Duncan were leaned forward staring. “What’re you boys up to?”

      Parker said, “We’re heading to Ramsgate to enlist.” He looked behind him and Duncan and William nodded.

      Sergeant Tichner looked hard at them. “Hmm. Don’t look old enough for that.”

      Parker stammered. “We are. We’re seventeen. That’s old enough.” They all nodded their agreement.

      “You got some kind of paperwork to corroborate that?” They looked confused, not understanding the word. “You have proof?” Parker looked to the others who stared back. “Look, there’s no way the recruiters are going to take you. None of you look over thirteen. How old are you really?” Parker started to protest but Sgt. Tichner held up his hand. “And remember, it’s a felony to lie to a government worker.” Parker looked confused. The sergeant touched his broad chest. “I’m a soldier which means I work for the government.”

      William leaned further forward. “We’re only fifteen, sir… I mean Sergeant Tichner.” Parker reached across and punched William’s arm. “Ouch,” he squawked and gave him a withering look. “I had to tell him. He works for the government. You heard him.”

      Sergeant Tichner sat back in his seat and swayed side to side with the rocking of the bus. They were nearing Derry. He finally looked back at the boys who still stared at him. “You need to stay on the bus and head back home.” The boys stayed silent. “You don’t want any part of this war until you have to, believe me.  Be boys for as long as you can.” He looked at them with sad eyes. He seemed to look through them for an instant, remembering. He refocused. “Go home. This war won’t be over anytime soon. You’ll have plenty of time to do your part. Hell, the damned Jerrys will probably be at our doorstep any day now.”

      William’s face lit up. “That’s what I think too. We can join the home guard and patrol the beaches and waterways. When the Jerrys come, we’ll be on the front lines.”

      Sergeant Tichner couldn’t help but smile. His dark eyes lit up for an instant. “Yes, do what your mate says. Join the home guard. You’ll be able to do your part until you’re old enough. It’ll give you good experience.”

      Parker’s face darkened as he thought about his home-life. He thought about his father and the weekly beatings, his mother constantly making excuses for his drunkenness and abuse. The face of Harry Connoyer and his gang of thugs crossed his mind, and he imagined himself shaking people down for scraps as a member of the gang. It made him nauseous. He looked at the sergeant who was staring intently at him. Parker nodded, but turned back to face front.

      Sergeant Tichner turned serious. “I’m going to watch you drive back home. Don’t attempt to get off the bus.”

      Parker’s eyes hardened. “You can’t make us …"

      Tichner interrupted him. He poked his thick finger against his chest and leaned in close. All signs of the lovable bear vanished and now he looked like pure grit. “Stay on the bus.” Parker gulped and nodded.
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      The boys stayed on the bus and barely spoke a word. When they pulled into Dover, they debarked and stood on the side of the road wondering what to do next. Parker noticed Duncan was unusually quiet and sullen. “Should we try tomorrow?”

      William shook his head. “What’s wrong with the home guard? When the Germans come, they’re bound to give us guns. It’ll be just like being in the Army.”

      Parker scowled. “Yeah, maybe, but more likely we’ll be put in the hospital, or on kitchen duty or some other such rubbish.” He looked at Duncan. “What do you think Dunc?”

      Duncan’s eyes turned to slits and his voice was venom. “I think you’re an arsehole, that’s what.”

      Parker’s color drained. “What? What’d I do?”

      Duncan balled his fists and straightened his arms at his side. “I can take care of myself. I don’t need you babysitting me.”

      Parker reared back. “I know you can. I just stepped in cause…" Parker’s eyes narrowed. “Well, I wanted to kick that cocky soldier’s arse.”

      Duncan shook his head. “You did it cause you didn’t think I could. You thought I was scared.”

      Parker shrugged. “Well, it didn’t look like you were gonna do anything. You just sat there.”

      Duncan closed his mouth tight, then erupted. “You didn’t give me a chance. You stepped in like some kind of …" he struggled for a word, “Savior or something.” Sparkling tears formed at the corners of his eyes. “Made me look like a bleeding softy.”

      Parker’s frustration was obvious. “What? You’re mad at me cause I stepped in to help you? Would it have been better if I watched you get beat up?”

      Duncan pointed his finger at him and they squared up chest to chest. Duncan was a few inches taller, but Parker’s broad shoulders and thick arms hinted at the strength beneath the surface. Duncan wiped his eyes, irritated with his emotions. “At least I wouldn’t have looked like a pussy.”

      Parker stared up at Duncan. “Fine. Next time I’ll just let you get your ass beat up. Is that what you want?”

      “I want you to let me fight my own battles. I can take care of myself.” He looked back at William who was staring at his feet, like they were the most interesting things he’d ever seen. “We’ve wasted most of the day. I’m going home.”

      They watched him leave. William asked Parker. “You wanna come over? There might be some left-over lunch.”

      Parker’s stomach growled. He realized he hadn’t eaten since early this morning, and that was only half a biscuit. There was never much food at his house, and even less since the war rationing started. The thought of leftovers from Mrs. Hayes made his mouth water. He nodded and they walked after Duncan.
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      “Hallo?” William announced himself when he walked through
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